Introduction
I am excited to share my experience during my placement at the Grove of Narberth, where I worked at the front of house (FOH). The Grove of Narberth (2024) is a renowned luxury hotel nestled in the heart of Pembrokeshire, known for its exceptional service, elegant ambiance, and attention to detail. My role at the front of house provided me with invaluable insights into the hospitality industry, honing my skills in customer service, communication, and operational efficiency. This hands-on experience allowed me to develop a deeper understanding of the intricacies involved in FOH operations and the importance of creating a warm, inviting atmosphere for guests.
Placement at the Grove of Narberth was for four days from 1pm to 12am has been an enriching journey, where I am learnt the technical aspects of FOH duties but also embraced the ethos of providing exceptional service with a personal touch. This placement has significantly contributed to my professional growth and has inspired me to pursue a career in the hospitality industry with renewed passion and commitment.
First Impressions
My experiences at Grove of Narberth and Ynyshir Restaurant have highlighted the critical role of first impressions in shaping customer satisfaction and repeat business. As stated by Ronin (2015) first contact with a customer in the food service industry is crucial as it sets the tone for the entire dining experience, and it is a widely accepted notion that it takes only seven seconds to make a first impression emphasises its significance. 
First impressions are hard to change, forming within seconds and significantly influencing subsequent interactions (Pham & Miyake, 2010). In a restaurant setting, factors like the initial greeting, staff demeanour, and presentation of the first course can profoundly impact the dining experience (Ambady, Bernieri, and Richeson, 2000). Positive first impressions are particularly crucial in fine-dining environments, where businesses often believe there's only one chance to make a good impression (Bar, Neta, and Linz, 2006).
At Grove of Narberth, my initial interaction with guests involves serving their main meals with a polite introduction and a smile, contributing to a positive first impression despite challenges like nervousness and lack of confidence. Similarly, my experience at Ynyshir Restaurant, located at Eglwys Fach, Machynlleth a two-star Michelin (Ynyshir, 2024), where I had a more interactive role, highlighted the impact of first impressions. Being asked by Chef Gareth to serve a table of four and engage in conversation allowed me to connect more deeply with the guests. This engagement resulted in shared laughter and a I believed a memorable dining experience for the guests, demonstrating how a positive first impression can enhance the overall enjoyment of the meal.
Three crucial factors affecting customer impressions in fine-dining restaurants are food quality, service, and atmosphere (Namkung & Jang, 2008). While food quality and ambiance are critical, the service, especially the initial interaction, plays a pivotal role. A warm welcome and attentive service enhance the overall experience, whereas a negative first contact can leave a lasting impression.
In my experiences, focusing on making a good first impression through friendly and professional service has often led to positive feedback from guests, confirming its importance. Overall, the first contact with a customer significantly influences their satisfaction and behaviour, highlighting the need for exceptional service from the outset (Amelia and Garg, 2016).
Wine knowledge
During my time at Grove of Narberth, I had the privilege of receiving one to one training from Alexios Stasinopoulos, the Wine Director for Seren Collection (2024). This experience was pivotal in laying the groundwork for my understanding of wine. Alexios introduced me to a spectrum of wine fundamentals, covering everything from the basics of wine types and flavours to the intricacies of systematic wine tasting methods (WSET, 2012) and rudimentary food pairing techniques. As a chef, I recognise the significance of this aspect of service.
These sessions not only taught me how to discern and appreciate various wines but also enlightened me on how they harmonise with different foods, generating distinct sensory experiences when enjoyed together (Lahne, 2018). In the culinary world, numerous theories on food and wine pairings abound, often delving into the interactions between the key components of both (Harrington, 2007). However, studies aimed at debunking anecdotal rules of pairing sometimes lacked concrete evidence, often selecting pairings arbitrarily as "good" or "bad" without substantial backing (Harrington and Seo, 2015; Harrington et al., 2010). Instead, a more practical approach involves consulting expert recommendations, though it's worth noting that these may not always align with consumer preferences (Bastian et al., 2009; Harrington and Hammond, 2006; Harrington et al., 2010).
Under Alexios's guidance, I honed my ability to identify wine flavours, appreciate their nuances, and understand their compatibility with various dishes. Observing him during service provided invaluable insights into guest interaction, query handling, and wine recommendations, fostering a deeper comprehension of the dynamics of wine service in a live setting. 
Initially, my ability to communicate about wine was limited, and I lacked confidence. While I am still building my confidence in wine knowledge, I am committed to continuous learning and improvement. By leveraging my experiences and the knowledge gained from mentors like Alexios, as well as ongoing personal research, I aim to become more proficient in wine service and confident in making recommendations.
Reflections
Over the past year, I have had the unique opportunity to step out of my usual role as a chef and gain hands-on experience in front-of-house (FOH) operations at various venues and restaurants. This placement has provided me with a broader perspective on the hospitality industry and significantly enhanced my interpersonal skills.
Initially, my focus as a chef was primarily on the quality of the food and kitchen efficiency. However, working in FOH has profoundly changed my perception of the dining experience. I now understand that exceptional service is as crucial as the food itself in creating a memorable dining experience. The interaction between guests and staff, the seamless coordination between kitchen and FOH, and the overall ambiance are all vital components that elevate a meal from good to extraordinary (Kivela, 1997).
One of the most valuable lessons I learned during this placement is the importance of effective communication and teamwork between the kitchen and FOH staff. This collaboration ensures that guests receive their meals promptly and that any special requests are accommodated efficiently (Jones, 2008). Additionally, I acquired basic knowledge about wine service from Alexious, Wine Director of Seren Collection, which included understanding different types of wine glasses and the fundamentals of serving wine. Although I am not yet confident in wine selection, the experience of serving food, glasses, and water has been incredibly enriching.
The greatest impact of this experience has been the realisation that service quality significantly influences the overall dining experience. No matter how exquisite the food or the interior design, poor service can detract from the enjoyment of a meal. Conversely, excellent service can enhance guests' perception of the food and ambiance, making their visit truly memorable (Stevens, Knutson, & Patton, 1995).
As a result of this experience, I have become more attentive to the dynamics of guest interaction and service delivery. I now make a concerted effort to ensure better communication with FOH staff when working in the kitchen. Understanding their challenges and responsibilities has fostered a more collaborative environment, ultimately improving the guest experience. Additionally, I have started to incorporate some basic elements of FOH service, such as proper presentation and timing, into my culinary practice.
Overall, my experience has been overwhelmingly positive. Each placement, regardless of the challenges encountered, has offered valuable lessons and insights. Viewing every angle as an opportunity for growth has enabled me to appreciate the complexities of the hospitality industry and the integral role that excellent service plays in it. This holistic understanding will undoubtedly benefit my future career, both in the kitchen and beyond.
In conclusion, my experience working in FOH has significantly broadened my understanding of the dining experience. It has underscored the importance of service quality and highlighted the need for effective teamwork between kitchen and FOH staff. These insights have not only enhanced my skills but also my appreciation for the multifaceted nature of the hospitality industry.
Customer Communication Skills
During my placement at the Grove of Narberth, I learned firsthand the importance of developing effective customer skills within the hospitality sector. Communication emerged as a linchpin in this environment, serving as the cornerstone for direct interactions with guests and facilitating seamless coordination among various operational departments. Recognising the hospitality industry's dual offering of both products and services, I understood that our primary objective was to deliver exceptional service to ensure guest satisfaction and foster repeat business (Parasnis et. al., 2012).
Initially, I relied on the transmission model of communication, viewing interactions as a straightforward exchange of messages between senders and receivers (Du Pré, 2015). While this approach prioritised accuracy, it often lacked the essential element of interpersonal connection. Confronted with the challenge of speaking to customers, I embarked on a journey of self-improvement, realising that confidence could only be gained through immersion in all facets of the hospitality industry. By embracing various experiences and confronting challenges head-on, I endeavoured to enhance my communication skills and cultivate the confidence necessary for effective guest interactions.
Throughout my journey, I came to appreciate the significance of active listening—a concept espoused by Rogers (1942, 1951, 1961, 2004). Active listening became a guiding principle in my interactions, prompting me to be highly attentive and reflect on guests' messages without interjecting my own opinions. This practice proved invaluable, especially when guests conveyed important messages or sought additional information.
Despite facing personal challenges such as being deaf in one ear and English not being my first language, I persevered in my efforts to understand and engage with guests. Seeking assistance from colleagues, when necessary, I also made a concerted effort to communicate directly with guests, openly acknowledging my limitations and requesting their patience and understanding. Remarkably, I found that guests appreciated my sincerity and willingness to connect, fostering positive interactions and enriching their overall experience at the Grove of Narberth.
In the realm of foodservice, customer satisfaction emerged as a multifaceted concept, encompassing factors such as service quality, product quality, hygiene, and atmosphere (Yuksel and Yuksel, 2002). Understanding the importance of the overall meal experience—comprising both food and service quality—I endeavoured to contribute positively to each guest's dining experience (Johns and Pine, 2002; Pizam and Ellis, 1999).
My experiences emphasised the fundamental role of effective communication, active listening, and adaptability in providing exceptional service and enhancing the customer experience within the hospitality industry.
Leading to the future
During my placement, I learned valuable lessons about kitchen operations, customer service, and the importance of efficient management. These experiences have provided me with a practical insight into the intricacies of the industry, such as inventory management, menu planning, and maintaining high standards of hygiene and safety. Additionally, working closely with experienced professionals allowed me to observe and understand the dynamics of teamwork and effective communication in a high-pressure environment.
My placement also highlighted areas where I need further development to achieve my career aspirations. For instance, while I have a strong foundation in culinary skills, I recognise the need to improve my business acumen, particularly in marketing and financial management. These skills are crucial for ensuring the profitability and sustainability of a small kitchen or pop-up venture.
Furthermore, the experience underscored the importance of continuous learning and adaptability in the hospitality industry. Every day presents new challenges and opportunities to learn, and I am committed to leveraging these experiences to refine my skills and strategies. I understand that mistakes and obstacles are inevitable, but they are also invaluable learning opportunities that will help me grow and succeed in my career.
My aspirations include not only establishing a successful kitchen but also creating a brand that is known for innovation and quality. To reach this goal, I plan to continue honing my culinary skills while also focusing on developing my business capabilities. Networking with industry professionals, attending workshops, and seeking mentorship are some of the steps I will take to bridge any gaps in my knowledge and skills.
In conclusion, my placement has been a pivotal experience that has framed my thoughts regarding my future career direction. It has reinforced my passion for the culinary arts and provided me with a clearer understanding of the steps needed to achieve my aspirations. While I acknowledge the areas where I need to improve, I am confident that with continuous learning and dedication, I believe I am on the right path to realising my dream of running a successful small kitchen or pop-up kitchen.
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