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This reflective portfolio brings together five key elements of my learning during my placement at The Secret, showing how I have developed the skills and knowledge required to meet the learning outcomes. To structure my reflections, I have used Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle, which explains how learning happens through four interconnected stages: Concrete Experience (direct involvement in a situation), Reflective Observation (thinking about what happened), Abstract Conceptualisation (connecting the experience to theory), and Active Experimentation (applying what I learned to future practice). Kolb’s model emphasises that learning is a continuous cycle where experience is transformed into deeper understanding (Kolb & Kolb, 2009).
Throughout my placement, I engaged in a wide range of customer interactions, teamwork situations, and fast‑paced service environments that allowed me to develop professionally. Reflecting on these experiences helped me recognise how emotional awareness and communication shape customer satisfaction, which is supported by research showing that frontline behaviour strongly influences guest perceptions (Ladhari, 2009). I also learned how important teamwork is in hospitality, especially during busy periods, aligning with studies that highlight collaboration as essential for service quality and staff wellbeing (Mathieu et al., 2017).
Using Kolb’s model has helped me make sense of these experiences by encouraging me to pause, reflect, and connect practice with theory. This process has strengthened my ability to evaluate my own performance and identify areas for improvement, which is a key part of professional development (Moon, 2013). Each element of this portfolio demonstrates how I have met the learning outcomes by showing growth in communication, emotional intelligence, teamwork, and reflective thinking.
Overall, this introduction sets the foundation for the reflections that follow. It shows how my placement has shaped my understanding of the hospitality industry and how the lessons learned will support my future career aspirations. By engaging with real experiences and applying structured reflection, I have developed a clearer sense of direction and a stronger awareness of the skills I need moving forward.

first impression
Through my experience of first customer contact demonstrates how initial interactions strongly influence service outcomes. In practice, I observed that customers’ immediate reactions such as openness or hesitation shifted noticeably based on my greeting. When my introduction was warm and confident, customers engaged more positively, a pattern consistent with research showing that early interpersonal behaviour significantly shapes perceived service quality (Muralidhar et al., 2017). Reflecting on less successful encounters, I recognised that rushed or impersonal greetings often produced reduced trust and lower willingness to interact. Analysing these experiences highlighted the importance of non-verbal communication, aligning with evidence that first impressions formed through tone, posture, and eye contact influence customer satisfaction in hospitality settings (Fu, 2024) First impressions vs. The Peak-End Rule: Episodic evaluations in a service experience and the moderating effect of retrospective delay. This understanding informed changes in my practice, leading me to adopt more deliberate and composed behaviours during initial contact. Subsequent interactions showed improved customer comfort and engagement, echoing wider industry findings that positive early emotional cues at check-in enhance overall satisfaction (Busser et al., 2022). Expanding on this, I also realised how consistency in my behaviour across different customer types strengthened the reliability of the service experience. Research suggests that customers quickly form expectations based on the first few seconds of interaction, and these expectations shape how they interpret the rest of the service encounter (Ariffin and Maghzi, 2012). This helped me understand why maintaining calmness, clarity, and attentiveness from the outset is essential. Engaging with this reflective process has reinforced the critical role of first impressions in shaping customer behaviour, emotional comfort, and overall enjoyment of their visit.

 Wine Knowledge
My development in wine knowledge has grown steadily through placement. Early on, my understanding of varietals and regions was basic, but regular exposure to sessions and discussions helped me recognise flavour profiles more confidently. This aligns with research suggesting that experiential learning significantly improves sensory accuracy and communication in wine service (Parr et al., 2010). As my knowledge increased, my ability to communicate with customers changed noticeably. I became more comfortable adapting explanations to different levels of interest, offering simple guidance to casual drinkers and more detailed descriptions to engaged guests. This approach reflects findings that clear, audience appropriate communication enhances customer satisfaction in hospitality settings (Bruwer & Johnson, 2010). Reflecting on our current wine list, I believe it is functional but could benefit from a lighter bodied red, such as a Chilean Pinot Noir, and a distinctive New World white like a South African Chenin Blanc.  These additions could broaden customer choice and strengthen upselling opportunities, ultimately improving both guest experience and business performance.





Customer Communication Skills
During my placement at The Secret, I’ve seen a clear shift in how I communicate with customers. When I first started, I focused mainly on giving information quickly, especially during busy periods, but experience taught me that customers respond far better when I slow down and make the interaction feel personal. As I became more confident, I started using clearer eye contact, open questions, and a calmer tone, which aligns with research showing that personalised communication increases customer comfort and trust (Lin & Mattila, 2010). I noticed customers relaxing more, smiling, and engaging in conversation,reinforcing how communication can shape their overall experience. This reflects findings that effective frontline communication improves both customer satisfaction and team cohesion (Sparks & Bradley, 2017). Overall, my time at The Secret has shown me that good communication isn’t just about clarity it’s about making people feel welcome and supported.
Reflections

My experience at The Secret in Swansea has genuinely changed how I see the hospitality industry and my role within it. Before starting, I assumed the job was mainly about serving food and keeping things organised, but working directly with customers showed me how much the industry relies on emotional awareness, adaptability, and creating a positive atmosphere. Research highlights that frontline staff strongly influence how customers feel during their visit, often more than the physical environment itself (Hemmington, 2007). It made me realise how small behaviours like slowing down, making eye contact, or offering reassurance can shape someone’s whole experience, which aligns with studies on emotional labour in hospitality (Pugh, 2001) . I also communicate more openly with the team now, checking in during busy shifts and offering support, something I didn’t do confidently before. This reflects findings that strong team communication improves service flow and reduces stress (Karatepe, 2015). Overall, the experience has been positive because it’s helped me grow in confidence, awareness, and understanding of what good hospitality really means.


Element 5: Leading to the Future
My placement at The Secret has really shaped how I think about my future career. Before starting, I wasn’t sure which direction I wanted to go, but working closely with customers and being part of a busy team has helped me realise that I enjoy roles where communication, confidence, and creating a positive atmosphere matter. Research shows that real workplace experience often has a stronger influence on career choices than classroom learning (Richardson, 2009), and I’ve found that to be true. The moments that impacted me most were when customers responded warmly to my approach, it made me realise how emotional awareness and small behaviours can shape someone’s experience, which aligns with studies on emotional labour in hospitality (Pugh, 2001; Tsai & Huang, 2002). I’ve also learned how important teamwork is, especially during busy shifts, reflecting research showing that strong team communication improves service flow and job satisfaction (Karatepe, 2015). Looking ahead, I’m interested in developing into supervisory or front‑of‑house leadership roles. To get there, I know I need to keep building my confidence, deepen my product knowledge, and continue improving my communication skills.

Conclusion
Reflecting on my placement at The Secret I can see how much I’ve grown in confidence, communication, and understanding of the hospitality industry. The experience has helped me meet my learning outcomes by applying theory to real customer interactions, developing emotional awareness, and improving my ability to work effectively within a team. Research highlights that reflective practice strengthens professional development and helps learners make sense of workplace experiences (Boud et al., 2013), and I’ve found this to be true throughout my placement. I’ve learned how small behaviours like slowing down, staying calm, and offering reassurance can shape a customer’s experience, which aligns with studies showing that emotional intelligence is central to high‑quality service (Prentice, Chen and King, 2013). Working closely with colleagues has also shown me the importance of collaboration, supporting findings that strong teamwork improves service flow and staff wellbeing (Salas et al., 2015).
These lessons have shaped how I see my future career. I now feel more confident pursuing guest‑facing roles and potentially moving into supervisory positions. I plan to continue developing my communication skills, product knowledge, and leadership awareness so I can progress within the industry. Overall, this placement has given me a clearer direction and a strong foundation for my future career.
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