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[bookmark: _Toc164107820]Executive Summary 
This portfolio chronicles a transformative journey through a placement in gastronomy management, focusing on the development of essential skills and knowledge in customer experience, service excellence, and reflective practice within the restaurant industry.
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In the fast-paced field of hotel management, one of the most important skills is being able to give customers the best experiences possible and provide excellent service. Starting this path of self-reflection makes me want to learn more about the details of my internship in international food management. Every contact with customers and co-workers has been a chance to learn and grow. This reflective portfolio shows how I've worked to really understand how important it is to give customers the best experiences possible, use the useful information I've learned from their feedback, and improve the actual skills I need to be a great service provider. 

An important idea at the heart of this investigation is that the first image has a lasting effect on how a customer feels about the experience. I want to get to the bottom of the saying "it only takes seven seconds to make a first impression" by thinking about it and analysing it. I will use my knowledge from working in the field to support its truth and show what it means. I also want to learn more about wine and improve my speaking skills. I will be looking at how I've grown in these areas and thinking of ways to make them better, such as making ideas for how to improve the current wine list. 

Improving my speaking skills with customers is a big part of my journey because it's a key part of making links and making people happy. By thinking about my meetings with customers and the feedback I've gotten from both customers and team members, I'm trying to figure out how well my method is working and plan how to make it even better. As I think back on my experiences, I realise how involvement in the hotel industry has the power to change people's views and help them grow as people. The challenges and successes I've faced have sparked these changes.
[bookmark: _Toc164107822]Element 1: First Impressions
In the dynamic landscape of the restaurant industry, the axiom "it takes 7 seconds to make a first impression" holds particular resonance, encapsulating the swift yet profound impact of initial encounters on guest experiences. Within this realm, where sensory stimuli and interpersonal interactions converge to shape dining experiences, the significance of first impressions cannot be overstated. As I reflect on the pivotal role of first impressions in the restaurant field, it becomes evident that these fleeting moments wield considerable influence over patrons' perceptions and satisfaction levels. (The Importance of First Impressions, 2024)
Industry insights substantiate the critical importance of first impressions in the restaurant landscape. Research conducted by hospitality consulting firms underscores the enduring nature of initial judgments formed by diners within moments of entering an establishment. These impressions, whether positive or negative, can significantly shape patrons' perceptions of service quality, ambiance, and overall dining value, ultimately influencing their likelihood of returning and recommending the restaurant to others. (Restaurant Hospitality, 2017)

Furthermore, studies conducted by renowned culinary institutions shed light on the psychological mechanisms at play during initial dining experiences. Cognitive biases, such as the halo effect and primacy effect, underscore the tendency of guests to extrapolate their initial impressions to subsequent interactions and assessments of food and service quality. Thus, the manner in which guests are greeted, the ambiance they encounter, and the professionalism exhibited by staff members during those critical first moments can profoundly influence their overall dining experience. (Johnson et al., 2021)
Drawing from personal observations within restaurant settings, I have witnessed first-hand the transformative power of first impressions on guest satisfaction. Instances where guests are warmly welcomed by attentive hosts, escorted to immaculately set tables, and provided with prompt and personalized service invariably set a positive tone for the entire dining experience. Conversely, lapses in initial engagement, such as long wait times, disorganized seating procedures, or indifferent staff demeanour, can tarnish guests' perceptions and undermine their overall satisfaction. (Smaddalena, 2024)
Moreover, industry best practices emphasize the importance of meticulous attention to detail in crafting memorable first impressions. From the design and cleanliness of the restaurant's physical space to the demeanour and grooming of front-of-house staff, every element contributes to shaping guests' initial perceptions and expectations. Studies conducted by culinary schools and industry experts highlight the correlation between positive first impressions and key performance indicators, such as guest retention rates and online reviews, further underscoring the business imperative of prioritizing exceptional initial encounters. (Hau, 2024)
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Initially, my familiarity with wines was limited to basic classifications and popular varietals. However, through dedicated study and hands-on experience, I have expanded my knowledge base to encompass a broader spectrum of grape varieties, wine regions, and tasting profiles. Engaging with wine professionals, attending tastings, and conducting independent research have all contributed to this evolution, allowing me to confidently navigate the intricacies of the wine world and articulate nuanced descriptions to guests. (Puckette, 2024)
In tandem with expanding my wine knowledge, I have honed my communication skills to convey information about wines in a manner that is accessible and engaging to patrons. Whether recommending pairings, describing tasting notes, or assisting with wine selections, I strive to foster an inclusive and welcoming environment where guests feel empowered to explore and enjoy the diverse offerings on our wine list. Clear and concise communication, coupled with a genuine passion for sharing the joys of wine, has enabled me to connect with guests on a deeper level and enhance their overall dining experience. (Kleinpeter, 2023)
Turning my attention to the current wine list, I approach the evaluation process with a critical eye and a commitment to continuous improvement. Firstly, I assess the breadth and depth of offerings, considering factors such as varietal diversity, regional representation, and price range. A well-rounded wine list should cater to a range of preferences and budgets, ensuring that guests of varying tastes and backgrounds find something to delight their palate. (Billik, 2023)
Next, I scrutinize the quality and relevance of selections, taking into account industry trends, customer preferences, and seasonal considerations as: 
Are there opportunities to highlight emerging wine regions or showcase lesser-known varietals?
Are there gaps in the current selection that could be filled to enhance the overall appeal of the list?
By identifying areas for enhancement and curating a thoughtful selection of wines, we can elevate the dining experience and distinguish our establishment as a destination for wine enthusiasts.
In presenting my suggestions to the manager, I adopt a collaborative approach, leveraging my insights and expertise to facilitate an open dialogue. I articulate my observations and recommendations in a constructive manner, emphasizing the potential benefits to both guests and the business. By fostering a culture of continuous improvement and innovation, we can ensure that our wine program remains dynamic and responsive to the evolving tastes and preferences of our discerning clientele. (Team, 2024)
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Reflecting on my development in customer communication skills throughout my placement, I find myself navigating a journey marked by growth, challenges, and ultimately, resilience. 
Over time, I observed a noticeable evolution in my communication style, marked by greater confidence, clarity, and adaptability. Through active listening and empathetic engagement, I developed a deeper understanding of customers' preferences, allowing me to tailor my recommendations and responses to their individual tastes and needs. Whether assisting with menu selections, addressing inquiries, or resolving concerns, I strived to foster positive interactions that left a lasting impression on our guests. (11 great ways to improve communication for customer service, 2024)
However, amidst the successes, I encountered instances where my communication skills were put to the test, particularly when faced with misunderstandings or cultural differences. On several occasions, I encountered individuals who expressed scepticism or even hostility towards me due to my status as a foreigner in the country. Despite these challenges, I remained steadfast in my commitment to professionalism, maintaining a calm and composed demeanour while seeking to bridge the gap through clear and respectful communication. (Oswold, 2024)
Feedback received from both customers and colleagues served as valuable insights into areas for improvement and refinement. While many guests expressed appreciation for my attentive service and knowledgeable recommendations, others provided constructive criticism regarding areas where my communication could be further enhanced. Colleagues also offered valuable perspectives, sharing their observations and suggestions for navigating challenging situations with grace and diplomacy.
Through reflection and introspection, I recognized the importance of cultural sensitivity and effective communication in overcoming barriers and fostering meaningful connections with customers from diverse backgrounds. By acknowledging and addressing the concerns raised by some patrons, I sought to demonstrate my dedication to providing exemplary service to all guests, regardless of nationality or background.
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My work experience in the field of food service has been a journey of deep growth. It has changed how I see the business and taught me important lessons that will stay with me forever in my professional view. As I think about all the different events and problems I've faced, I feel driven to talk about how they have changed my personal and professional growth. 
On the plus side, my job has given me a deep understanding of the changing and complex field of resturant management. Every day brought new chances to learn and grow, from the cooking chaos in the kitchen to the calm beauty in the dining room. I learned how restaurants work by doing it myself, which helped me improve my customer service, teamwork, and ability to solve problems. Workplace friendships and teamwork helped people feel like they belonged and were part of a group. This made for a welcoming setting where people could work together and enjoy their successes as a group. 

But along with the successes, I also had times of anger and disappointment, when the less glamorous sides of the business became clear. Long hours, high-pressure situations, and sometimes disagreements with co-workers put my resolve to the test and made me question what I thought it meant to work in food management. Customers who were unhappy and gave bad feedback were also humbled by the fact that the service industry is inherently subjective and hard to predict. 

Despite this, it is during these tough times that I have grown the most, becoming tougher, more robust, and more sensitive. Each task was a chance to think about myself and grow, which helped me understand more about the complicated nature of hotel management and the toughness needed to do well in this tough field. Support and guidance from co-workers and managers have also been very helpful in times of confusion and self-doubt, reminding me of how much I love the industry and how determined I am to be the best at everything I do. 
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First and foremost, my time in the gastronomy management placement has deepened my passion for culinary arts and reinforced my desire to pursue a career as a chef in the restaurant industry. The hands-on experience gained in kitchen operations, menu planning, and culinary techniques has provided me with a solid foundation upon which to build my career. From mastering the art of food preparation to understanding the intricacies of flavour pairing and presentation, each day in the kitchen has been an opportunity for growth and refinement. (Horacio Sierra, 2024)
Moreover, my placement experience has honed essential skills such as time management, teamwork, and adaptability, all of which are indispensable qualities for success in the fast-paced and demanding environment of a restaurant kitchen. Collaborating with colleagues to deliver exceptional dining experiences and navigating high-pressure situations has cultivated a sense of resilience and composure that I believe will serve me well in my future career as a chef. (What a career as a chef is like, 2024)
Furthermore, my exposure to restaurant operations beyond the kitchen, including front-of-house management, customer service, and menu development, has provided me with a comprehensive understanding of the industry as a whole. This holistic perspective has broadened my skill set and equipped me with the ability to approach culinary challenges with a strategic mind-set, considering both the creative and business aspects of restaurant management.
Looking ahead, I recognize that there are areas for improvement that will be critical to my success as a chef. In particular, I aspire to further develop my leadership skills, including effective communication, delegation, and mentorship, to inspire and empower my team to achieve excellence in all aspects of kitchen operations. Additionally, I am committed to continuing my culinary education and staying abreast of industry trends and innovations to remain competitive and innovative in an ever-evolving culinary landscape.
In terms of my aspirations, I envision myself as a chef-owner of my own restaurant, where I can showcase my culinary creativity and passion for hospitality while creating memorable dining experiences for guests. I am inspired to create a culinary destination that celebrates local ingredients, honours culinary traditions, and fosters a sense of community and connection through food. (How to become a professional chef in 5 steps, 2024)
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In conclusion, this reflective portfolio encapsulates the multifaceted journey of growth, learning, and self-discovery embarked upon during my placement in gastronomy management. Through introspection, analysis, and practical application, I have deepened my understanding of the importance of customer experience, service excellence, and reflective practice within the restaurant industry. From honing communication skills to refining wine knowledge and envisioning future career aspirations, each element of this portfolio represents a milestone in my personal and professional development.
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