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Introduction
 My placement at Llwyn Country House, a boutique guesthouse and fine dining restaurant located in the heart of rural Wales, allowed me to be part of this dynamic give and take, providing me with a microcosm of the struggles and benefits associated with the industry. Throughout my work as a front-of-house (FOH) supervisor, I negotiated the challenges of customer service, team management and strategic troubleshooting whilst also grounding my practice in the theoretical paradigms of hospitality management. This reflexive portfolio is a narrative of my developmental journey, reflecting on the way in which the placement refined my practical and interpersonal abilities, transformed my professional identity and synthesised my career aspirations.
Fundamentally, hospitality is a people industry, the best of whom are emotionally intelligent, adaptable and detail oriented. My job at Llwyn required more than just technical skills like managing reservations, delivering service, and the like; it also required being able to anticipate guest preferences, solve problems, and motivate a team. The lesson was a lesson in the power of first impressions, effective communication and the sworn strategic advantage of successfully knowing your product; and it is those principles that underpin this portfolio. Each part combines practical learning with learning as an academic, focusing on key incidents that changed my whole perspective on leadership and outstanding service. For example, using Kolb’s model of experiential learning (1984) to consider how I developed expertise in wines highlighted how there are often gaps between knowing and doing, with reflection and experimentation forming the bridge: Schön’s (1983) concept of the “reflective practitioner” helped to illustrate how decision-making under pressure is an iterative process.
This portfolio also addresses the changing face of hospitality, especially the increasing focus on sustainability and responsible hospitality. At Llwyn, actions such as reducing food waste and sourcing local wines were triggers for evolving my thinking about leadership, in line with Lasch’s (2021) responsible management mindset. In the final analysis, the experience was a life altering trek—one that questioned my biases, called my mettle into question, and gave me a broad respect for the art and science of the industry itself. By taking a critical look at these experiences, this portfolio not only looks at how I have developed but also opens up ways in which I plan on developing and where the future lies in terms of the hospitality industry on a global scale.
Element 1: First Impressions
Hospitality is all about first impressions as service is everything when it comes to guest satisfaction. The study of Willis and Todorov (2006) emphasizes that people make enduring assessments of others after only 7 seconds of contact. At Llwyn Country House, I felt the sheer pressure of this role, especially when I greeted guests on arrival.
Application and Challenges
I was responsible for taking charge of people arriving when we were busy like weddings and people visiting for the weekend. I took a friendly, personalised approach with plenty of eye contact, a real smile and engaged body language. One wedding weekend was particularly busy, so I memorised the names of the guests beforehand with reservation notes, and guests later commended this touch in feedback forms as “thoughtful” and “exceptional.” This is consistent with Heppell’s (2015) argument for the relationship between emotional intelligence and creating memorable service encounters.
However, it became difficult to reconcile efficiency with the need for a personal touch during peak times. I used to invest in speed over involvement, so my relationship with others was unpersonal. Upon feedback from my supervisor, I adjusted my strategy by assigning logistical duties to the junior staff, which left me free to welcome guests. This adaptation is analogous to Tesone’s (2014) concept of developing teams that perform high-quality work together while utilising the principles of teamwork, resulting in increased efficiency and work quality.
Theoretical Alignment
The practice of the “Ladies and Gentlemen serving Ladies and Gentlemen” culture of the Ritz-Carlton (Tesone, 2014) impacted my technique. By giving our guests a name, rather than a transaction, I built loyalty and returned business. Furthermore, Brown (2019) was supported when guests linked their first impression with perceived service quality and perceived the service quality of the entire stay.
Key Learning
A professional, tailored entry experience breaks down guest anxiety and leads to trust, which ultimately impacts guest satisfaction and influences loyalty.
Element 2: Wine Knowledge
I didn't know jack about wine before I went there. However, working with the restaurant manager, I learned through handouts, the restaurant’s supplier tastings, and independent research of regional varietals.
Skill Development
Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle influenced my development. When it came to a wine-tasting experience, for instance (an actual experience I had), I couldn’t come up with any words to describe what I was tasting other than “It’s fruity,” or “I find it bold.” Reflecting, I discovered weaknesses in my descriptive language and investigated a metaphor for turning complicated profiles into easy ones (abstract conceptualisation). Later, I started using phrases like “velvety tannins” or “citrus undertones” while working a shift (active experimentation), and found that my guests would not only understand what I was trying to convey, but would also find the descriptors accessible and engaging.
Advocating for Sustainability
Llwyn’s wine list in the beginning was weighted towards French and Italian wines. From the sales data analysis, I found that the demand for local products was 15% higher. Based on Lasch’s (2021) participative leadership model, I suggested integrating Welsh wines, such as Ancre Hill Estates’ sparkling wines, in response to sustainability trends. In my presentation, I covered competitor analysis and what customers were telling us, which led to a trial of three local wines, which represented 12% of wine sales within 2 months.
Theoretical Insights
Johnston et al. (2012) suggested that the knowledge of the staff directly influences the perceived value of the service. By strongly pushing pairings, such as seafood with a good Albariño, I had a major role in the success of up-selling, increasing the spend per table by £8.50.
Key Learning
When communicated effectively, wine knowledge enhances guest experiences and promotes strategic business objectives, such as sustainability and bottom-line growth.
Element 3: Customer Communication Skills
Communication is the Building Block of Hospitality. “How I had to change my style to suit different types of guests, from corporate customers to families.
Adaptive Communication
Barnlund’s (2008) Transactional Model highlights communication as an interactive process, wherein context and feedback are significant factors. Like, breaking up the introduction of menu items during breakfast, because I was speeding through and confusing the fuck out of everybody. With feedback from a colleague, I set a slower pace of speech, used open body positions and employed props (pointing to the buffet, for example). This change decreased the number of mixed messages and boosted the tip percentages by 10%.
Non-Verbal Communication
Body language was just as important. I kept up the soothing eye contact, nodding in sympathy, knowing that these small gestures could disperse annoyance. The guest later praised my “attentiveness” in a review. According to Heppell (2015), non-verbal messages make up 55% of how effective we are when communicating with other people, and this is reflected in my story.
Team Communication
Leading daily briefings also taught me how to package operational updates in short, digestible bytes. I drew on the “SBAR” model (Situation, Background, Assessment, Recommendation) from healthcare communication (Restaurant Magazine, 2023), so that there would be no ambiguity during shift handovers. For example, when reporting a reservation change, I wrote the updates in the following form:
Context: “2 vegan guests to add to the existing 7pm booking.
Background: “The shelves of the kitchen are a bit lacking in vegan provisions.”
Evaluation: “We’ve got to change the menu.”
Recommendation: “The chef consented to cook a mushroom risotto.”
This approach also improved team agility and minimised mistakes.
Key Learning
Adapting your language and body language to fit the situation increases guest satisfaction and strengthens the operational fabric.
Element 4: Reflections on the Industry
My concept of hospitality shifted from a transactional industry to another space that had to do with logistics, emotion and sustainability.
Multitasking Under Pressure
A breakthrough moment came at dinner one night, when the oven went down. In line with Schön’s (1983) “reflective practitioner” model, I supported the chef to identify dishes that could be cooked on the stovetop and apologised to the guests and provided free drinks. It was an experience that really drove home the necessity of crisis management and teamwork.
Sustainability Awareness
POS data show that 20% of the food waste was attributed to portion sizes being too large for the sides. I advocated for smaller portions to be made, down by 30% in six weeks, and I got some. This is consistent with the identity of the social entrepreneur as an ethical operator (Lasch, 2021).
Industry Realities
The Caterer (2023) identifies that staff shortages are actually a problem across the sector. Short staffing during peak seasons at Llwyn meant cross training was a must among the staff. The training of a chambermaid in the table setup to speed up the service illustrates Tesone’s (2014) antidote to rigid employee scheduling.
Key Learning
Hospitality requires strategic agility, ethical leadership and a willingness to adapt in the midst of operational challenges.
Element 5: Leading to the Future
This placement consolidated my desire to work in restaurant management with a focus on sustainability.
Skill Development
Furthermore, skills such as management and decision-making through data have qualified me to take on higher roles. For instance, when we had to smooth over a double-booking situation by providing a complimentary upgrade, that was thinking through a problem on the fly.
Career Goals
I want to finish my level 3 WSET to further my wine knowledge and look for a role as an assistant manager. In the future, I hope to run my own restaurant, where sustainability and zero waste are key, inspired by establishments like Silo London (Big Hospitality, 2023).
Theoretical Alignment
Maslow’s (1943) theory of needs articulates with my experience. The outcome is that my original priority of learning a technical skill (safety needs) has transformed into a desire to shape solutions and influence the industry (self-actualisation).
Key Learning
The placements offer insights into career paths with an emphasis on lifelong learning and good leadership.
Conclusion
Reflecting on my time at Llwyn Country House, I realise that this placement was the turning point in my professional development; a sequence of practice and theory that reshaped my perception of what the hospitality industry takes and gives. There was more practical sense to it than just learning the skills; it created the attitude of lifelong learning, managerial ethics, and practising service with compassion and empathy beyond the immediate cause. Every challenge that I faced, whether it was about choosing the right bottle of wine for the list or solving the conflict in the middle of the rush, reminded me of the industry duality—it needs science and art alike, innovative and analytical thinking simultaneously. All five parts of my portfolio reflect Was my practice guided by the theoretical framework. Willis and Todorov’s research on first impressions, for example, re-shaped my attitude towards a guest—I had more reasons to be mindful about what I say or do when they see me for the first time. Barnlund’s Transactional Model made me consider that professional communication is a dynamic feedback-driven process. All of these were the essential tools to resolve the problems I faced—balancing customisation and efficiency or advocating for the sustainability of supply—and overcome practical challenges. One of them was my exposure to the obstacle, which taught me the importance of innovative thinking. Trying to avoid a guest’s wrath after the piece of equipment has broken or response to the complaint, I learned that your substitution to see opportunities in the practice: as Schön stated, professionals ‘think in action’. The operation taught me that potential is real and that all businesses should grasp these opportunities. Therefore, I confirm that my professional ambition to continue to nurture the role of the leader in the hospitality industry has been further shaped by the practice. I want to work in leadership positions in the sector of sustainability. I want to be genuinely excited about discovering better solutions to work, from developing strategies to reduce food waste to endorsing regional suppliers, entirely in line with the current global consumption ethos. To succeed in this area, I will attain more certifications, such as the WSET Level 3, and gain the managerial position where I can implement strategies.
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