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Placement – customer experience and service skills


I confirm that I have not used any AI tools in the research and creation of this assignment. I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated materials as my own work. I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used, which I may be asked to provide in evidence.
The purpose of this reflective portfolio is to document my learning experience while on placement at El Pescador. I have used Kolb's (2015) reflective model in order to correctly format my reflective portfolio – this model specifically is made up of four stages which are cyclical, meaning that I am able to use this cycle with new experiences once i have learnt from the last one - This placement allowed me to develop upon my existing skills and on my customer service skills in a new environment, while also facing several challenges that I have yet to experience to the extent of that which I did at El Pescador. I believe having a strong, positive team who are passionate about the industry is crucial to providing excellent customer experience and an essential to industry success (Chuang, 2022) – while it seems as though the well-regarded restaurant is doing well from the outside, problems from the inside can often shift customer perception of the establishment as well as their overall experience, including employee satisfaction, which when low, can also lead to a decline in customer satisfaction – which can cause a loss of current and potential customers (ThinkSecureNet, 2024).
One major issue I noticed during my placement which created a ripple effect for a number of other problems was an extensive staff shortage which appeared to worsen during the busy Christmas season – which, according to Wang and Jing (2009) “a shrinking labour force is the number one challenge facing the global hospitality industry” I experienced firsthand the frustrations of other front of house staff members – many of whom shared their distaste for the negativity and their treatment from the management team . Many of the staff out front struggled generally with keeping up the necessary happy, friendly face which is so crucial in a customer facing role and many of them very rarely were seen without a frown when on shift. Despite this I can vouch for myself and from knowing the importance of customers perception in relation to their overall dining experience, even while I was struggling and was unhappy, I remained professional and kept a smile and positive presence. I believe that the staff were unhappy due to several factors, and i also believe that this absolutely reflects negatively upon the establishment and customer experience.
Another struggle I faced was in being unable to show very much of my customer service skills due to being given very little responsibility within the customer experience, though any interaction I was able to have with them, I ensured that I presented myself positively, and gave them as little, or as much interaction as I deemed appropriate by reading their own engagement with me – though despite my prior experience and the managements knowledge of it – I was not trusted to have very much interaction with the customers outside of small talk when providing them with their food and drinks, other than this I was instructed to clear tables and walk around the restaurant until i was needed to clean tables 
Due to the nature of my role, I was able to serve a wide variety of customers which allowed me to gain valuable experience with a range of guests with diverse needs, as the target demographic for the restaurant is wide – this ranged from age to party size, as well as different events such as birthday dinners – in these instances I adjusted my engagement with the customers by reciprocating their level of conversating with me, for example, I interacted very little with customers who appeared to want more privacy and limited engagement besides ordering and enquiries, though a number of larger parties seemed interested to know more about my role at the restaurant and asked me a number of questions about my placement and my university course – to those customers I ensured increased engagement and conversed with them far more than the customers who seemed less interested in conversating , this is a skill I have developed which is supported by Cousins & Weekes (2020) – I believe this is a vital skill; being able to read the customers and adjust the customer service style depending on their needs and wants, as Min, Kim & Agrusa (2023, p. 504) states – the success of the business if often dependent upon the customer service skills of employees who interact with customers.
Lucas, Cooper, Ward & Cave (2009, p.741) states that for students such as myself to fully appreciate and understand a range of industry related experiences, it is important to become fully integrated in the placement environment. While on my customer service placement – my usual assigned roles consisted mainly of cleaning duties, running food and drinks, and clearing tables. Unfortunately, I was unable to partake in several other key industry-related jobs due to receiving little to no formal training, which in itself can cause harm to the business (Poulston, 2008, p.413)  and I was also not trusted to take orders, introduce the menu to customers and take payments despite having extensive experience doing all these things. Despite this, I took initiative when the restaurant became busier and the other staff members were unavailable and found myself taking on these roles which I had been directed not to do by the management team – though I avoided the jobs which I believed there was potential for me to make mistakes in due to my lack of training, in order to avoid any incidents which could negatively impact the flow of service.
By taking initiative – a key skill which is necessary all hospitality workers have (Burton-Hughes, L., 2018) and aiding the other staff members during busy services where I was able, I found that I learned far more about the restaurant function and service than I had from multiple hours there – this helped me gain valuable insight and gain trust from the staff, who I believe had before this, been doubting my abilities, and gave them the reassurance that I have learned from my prior practical and written experience, having covered a range of customer service skills during previous placements and lessons. This experience supports the point in which Austin (2010, p. 3) suggests that placement allows students to put the theoretical knowledge learned during their degree into real world scenarios which is a valuable learning experience.
Although I still had very limited interaction with customers and therefore received no feedback on my customer service skills, I believe that my friendly demeanour and attentiveness played a crucial role in many customers experiences at the restaurant Johnson, J (2024), on top of my efficient customer service skills. As previously mentioned, the understaffing lead to many tables receiving far less attention from staff than when the restaurant was sufficiently staffed and often waiting a long time before they were seen to by staff – in order to avoid overall negative customer feedback of the restaurant due to long wait times, Caruella, D., Lervik-Olsen, L., Gustafsson, A. (2023, p. 248) I ensured to check-back on customers, listen to any enquiries despite never knowing the answer, and passing the information on to a more qualified member of staff and providing care where tables were met very briefly by the other staff. Often customers were left waiting a long while for their bill, as there were only two members of staff permitted to take payment, and they were not always present. One table appeared especially agitated, having been waiting a while for their bill after requesting it. To diffuse the situation, I extended my apologies and better explained to them that they were not being ignored by the rest of the staff, but the managers who were the only ones able to take the payment were busy, and had been informed of their request, which would be completed at the earliest convenience of the able members of staff.
My experience thus far at El Pescador has been eye opening in terms of restaurant standards. I believe that the lack of formal training procedures, lack of communication and overall attitude towards one another creates a negative work environment (Ardil, 2023), which can be detrimental and lead to increased customer dissatisfaction (Ongkiko 2024), and I believe this to be a huge issue at their restaurant. Despite their success, much of the staff have also expressed this when I have enquired about their feelings regarding the issues within the restaurant. As i previously mentioned, the knock-on effect from having an unhappy team of staff also impacts customer experience according to Harter, J.K., Schmidt, F.L. and Hayes, T.L. (2002). Due to this being a reoccurring issue at the restaurant, i found myself being excruciatingly positive and exuding as much positivity as I could do onto the customers to make up for many of the other's disengagement regarding customer satisfaction which could negatively impact their satisfaction. From this experience I have determined the absolute importance of staff wellbeing and creating strong, positive relationships between staff which enhance workplace engagement Jung, H., Lee, S. H., & Lim, S., (2023).
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