Module title: Hotel Placement Research Project BMIH6008
Institute of Management and Health 
BA International Hotel Management




Declaration
I acknowledge the use of Grammarly on 12 of June 2025 to check my work.
I confirm that I have not presented any Al generated text as my own work. I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before, and after the use of Al tools which I may be asked to provide in evidence.






















Acknowledgement
 for the encouragement and guidance through this project. Your understanding and support help to push me through this challenging time. I would like to thank my peers for the collaborations and shared laughs over the past three years; it made my journey memorable and enjoyable. Thank you to my family and close friends who supported me when I was exhausted and no longer believed in my strength.


[bookmark: _Toc200455114]Abstract

This dissertation examines how students benefit from work-based learning during hospitality placements, with a particular interest in the influence of supervision, leadership behaviour, and structured reflection on their professional development. The research is informed by a ten-week internship completed at Novotel Southampton and Ibis Southampton Centre, both part of the Accor Group, with the same management staff, which provided firsthand exposure to daily responsibilities in the Front Office, Food and Beverage, and Housekeeping departments. Throughout the placement, effective and limiting aspects of the internship model became visible, leading to a broader inquiry into how such experiences might be redesigned to meet educational goals while also reflecting current industry needs.
The core aim of the study was to determine how structured internships contribute to student growth in hospitality settings. The specific areas investigated included supervisory practices, leadership influence, reflective techniques, and ways to improve internship design. To explore these issues, the study employed a qualitative, reflective case study method. This included material such as weekly reports, departmental notes, personal journals, and communication logs with hotel mentors and academic advisors.
The study found that the way interns were supervised had an apparent effect on their confidence and progress. Those who worked with open and supportive supervisors adapted faster and felt more involved in their roles. They also picked up new skills more quickly. On the other hand, students who received little guidance or faced a rigid approach often struggled to stay motivated and saw slower improvement. Leadership style made a difference as well. Supervisors who listened, encouraged feedback, and remained actively involved helped students take their responsibilities more seriously. These leaders showed empathy and flexibility, which helped interns build a stronger sense of purpose at work. When students were given the freedom to test ideas and reflect on outcomes, they showed more initiative and stayed more committed to their tasks.
Reflection was also identified as a valuable learning mechanism. By using frameworks such as Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle and Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle, students were able to analyse their performance, identify strengths and weaknesses, and connect classroom knowledge with on-the-job experiences. Based on these observations, the dissertation proposes several strategies to improve placements. These include more transparent communication between universities and hotel HR departments, having dedicated mentors for interns, fair and balanced shift planning, and incorporating reflection into the routine. These ideas are derived from observations and personal interactions made during the placement, as well as existing research that suggests practical approaches.
The final section of the paper focuses on the long-term benefits of adequate supervision, balanced leadership, and dedicated time for reflection. Internships that focus on student development can benefit not just learners but also the teams they join. This case study offers practical insights and research-backed recommendations for improving the effectiveness and alignment of hospitality internships with real-world learning experiences.
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[bookmark: _Toc200455116] Introduction
The hospitality sector is renowned for its fast-paced nature and intense focus on guest interaction. It spans services such as accommodation, food and beverage, and customer service. The nature of this work demands more than technical skills. Service delivery depends heavily on emotional intelligence, flexibility, and the ability to manage real-time challenges. These are difficult to teach through theory alone. For this reason, internships and placements have become an essential part of hospitality education.
Internships allow students to experience actual workplace conditions and customer expectations. They make it possible to test knowledge in live settings and begin to understand how theory connects with practice. Students improve not only their technical skills but also their confidence and professional behaviour. For many, this is their first time taking on a formal role in the industry. As such, the placement becomes a significant part of their learning and personal development. However, the impact of this experience is not always consistent. Factors such as supervision quality, the way tasks are organised, and whether the placement goals match educational outcomes all affect how useful the internship becomes.
This dissertation is based on a ten-week internship at the Novotel Southampton and the Ibis Southampton Centre. The placement provided access to core operational areas, including front office, food and beverage, and housekeeping. It exposed both strengths and gaps in the way student learning was supported. On one hand, the internship offered daily contact with hotel guests, diverse team environments, and direct experience with service standards. On the other hand, issues such as limited time for reflection, unclear rota planning, and differences in leadership style raised concerns about the structure and delivery of the placement.
The project developed out of a desire to examine how internships in hospitality could be improved. This was shaped by direct experience as a student intern and the academic framework of the degree programme. The placement was not viewed as an isolated event, but as part of a larger educational path. The aim was to identify what works, what does not, and how students and organisations might benefit from stronger internship models. The paper combines personal observations with field research to offer realistic and clear recommendations.
The central research aim is to explore how structured work-based learning in hospitality settings contributes to the development of student interns. The following objectives guide the enquiry:
1. To assess how practical hospitality internships are as learning experiences.
2. To examine the influence of leadership and supervision on intern motivation and engagement.
3. To explore how reflective practice supports both personal growth and skill development.
4. To suggest improvements in the planning and delivery of student placements.
Four research questions support these objectives:
1. What makes a hospitality internship valuable for student development?
2. How do different leadership and supervision approaches influence learning during placements?
3. In what ways does structured reflection help students apply theory and improve performance?
4. What changes could improve the educational value of placements for both students and employers?
The study employs a single-student case study approach. It uses personal journals, departmental logs, and internal communication from the placement, alongside relevant academic sources. While the results are not intended to be universally applicable, they offer insight into patterns that may be observed in similar placements. The study highlights areas where learning can be strengthened and where systems can be made more consistent and effective.
The rest of the dissertation is organised to move from background theory to practical analysis. The literature review outlines concepts in work-based learning, supervision, leadership, and reflection. The methodology explains the case study method and data sources. The findings section details the internship experience. The discussion connects these findings to academic debates, and the final section provides specific, practical suggestions for improving hospitality internships. The study aims to contribute to ongoing efforts to support effective, ethical, and well-structured work-based learning in the hospitality industry.
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[bookmark: _Toc200455119]Work-Based Learning in Higher Education
Work-based learning (WBL) has become an essential part of higher education in applied fields such as hospitality (Gruman et al., 2009). In this sector, students need to learn how to handle customer expectations, respond quickly in service environments, and work under pressure. These skills are often hard to develop through classroom learning alone. Placements allow students to face real situations where decisions carry weight and feedback is immediate (Tavitiyaman et al., 2025).
McMahon and Quinn (1995) describe Work-Based Learning (WBL) as a method for linking theory with daily work practices. Through placements, students move beyond abstract ideas and begin to understand what their roles require. They improve their communication, adaptability, and judgment through repeated exposure to real-life scenarios. For hospitality students, who often deal with varied tasks and guests with diverse needs, these lessons become an integral part of their working style.
The ASET Good Practice Guide (2024) outlines how to organise placements with learning as the primary goal. It encourages collaboration between universities, employers, and students from the planning stage. According to the guide, students should be given clear learning objectives, access to supervision, and opportunities for feedback. According to Finch et al. (2021), placements where students are left to function as extra labour with little support are discouraged. Instead, the focus should be on creating conditions that include and guide students.
Ko (2008) found that students benefit more when supervisors explain the reason behind tasks and follow up regularly. This approach fosters purpose and helps students understand how their efforts contribute. Xu et al. (2023) reports that students placed in unstructured roles often experience a loss of motivation. They struggle to see progress and feel less connected to their future careers. In contrast, when placements are planned with care, students report more satisfaction and a more substantial interest in remaining in the field (Giousmpasoglu and Marinakou, 2021; Christou and Chatzigeorgiou, 2019). These studies suggest that the design of the placement and the presence or absence of support play a direct role in student outcomes.
Several learning theories are used to explain how students grow through placement work. Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle (1984) breaks learning into four steps: doing the task, reflecting on the experience, forming new ideas, and trying new approaches. Zopiatis and Constanti (2012) suggest that this framework suits hospitality education well because service work is fast-paced and constantly evolving. Students face real decisions, which then shape how they think about future ones. However, if students are denied time to reflect or do not receive feedback, the learning process is interrupted, and learning is weakened (Yiu and Law, 2012).
Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988) provides students with a structured approach to thinking through each experience. Cleak and Smith (2012) argue that this helps them recognise mistakes, think more clearly under pressure, and improve their emotional control. Martin et al. (2019) found that students who wrote regular reflections became more confident and managed workplace pressure more effectively. In group settings, peer reflection also made students more aware of their impact and more open to feedback (Van de Mortel et al., 2021).
Together, these studies point to a clear pattern. Placements are most effective when they are designed with learning in mind and when supervisors remain actively involved. Without this structure, students may spend a considerable amount of time working without significant development. With it, they develop the habits and awareness necessary for long-term growth.
[bookmark: _Toc200455120]Transformational Leadership in the Hospitality Industry
In the hospitality industry, leadership has a significant influence on how employees perceive their work and how teams perform during high-pressure situations (Kong et al., 2025). Among the various leadership styles, transformational leadership has gained attention for its ability to support employee development and create a more positive work culture. This style focuses on motivating others, building trust, and encouraging staff to improve through guidance rather than control (Susilo, 2018).
Bavik (2023) found that transformational leadership had a consistent effect on job satisfaction and performance in hospitality workplaces. Employees reported higher engagement and a greater willingness to take responsibility for their roles. According to Gui et al. (2020), this type of leadership appears to matter even more in the hospitality sector than in other industries, as the quality of staff interaction has a direct impact on service outcomes.
Rismayadi (2022), who studied hospitality workers in Indonesian resorts, observed that this approach was the only one that measurably raised performance and satisfaction. Leaders who showed care, explained decisions clearly, and supported team learning helped employees perform better. In placements, similar behaviours from supervisors have been shown to influence how students develop during their time in the field.
Helalat et al. (2024) highlight the importance of leaders who openly share their goals and invite staff to contribute their ideas. When students are supervised by individuals who communicate clearly and remain approachable, they are more likely to take part actively and develop a stronger sense of belonging. Cockburn-Wootten and McIntosh (2020), who looked at hospitality education, argue that students feel more involved when leaders offer individual support and challenge them to reflect on their performance. This supports the idea that leadership has a learning function, not just an operational one.
Mihai et al. (2024) take it a step further by connecting leadership with culture. They found that leaders who focus on respect and consistency help build teams where employees stay longer, give better service, and are more open to learning. These environments are safer for students, who may otherwise hesitate to ask questions or admit confusion. However, transformational leadership may not always work in the same way across different settings. Hinkin and Tracey (1996) suggest that its success depends on the situation. The style works best when leaders know how to adjust to varying levels of team experience and pressure.
A good example of this approach can be found in the work of Craig Poole, President of the DoubleTree by Hilton in Reading, Pennsylvania. His leadership style has been shared in academic settings and public interviews (Poole, 2021). He promotes hiring practices that include individuals from diverse backgrounds, fosters partnerships with the local community, and leads with respect and clarity. His team practices reflect many of the traits identified in recent academic work: open feedback, personal accountability, and long-term investment in staff. These values illustrate how theory can inform everyday management decisions. For students on placement, such environments can be deeply formative.
Transformational leadership remains a widely discussed topic in hospitality research, with its relevance becoming increasingly apparent. It helps employees perform better, builds stronger teams, and increases the likelihood of learning, especially for those at the beginning of their careers. For students new to the industry, the presence of a thoughtful and engaged leader can significantly alter the entire trajectory of their placement.
[bookmark: _Toc200455121]The Role of Supervision in Student Internship Experience
Supervision plays a defining role in how students experience hospitality placements. Internships often introduce students to professional routines for the first time. The support they receive while adjusting to expectations, dealing with customers, and managing responsibilities can either help them grow or leave them feeling lost (Inceoglu et al., 2019).
Ko (2008) examined the connection between supervision and student confidence. His findings suggest that when supervisors take time to guide and explain, students are more likely to feel capable in their roles.  According to Eiriksdottir and Catrambone (2011), a well-structured approach, where learning is integrated into the task, not separate from it, helps students see the purpose in their work and gain a better sense of direction.
In research with interns from Nepal, Thapa (2022) reached a similar conclusion. He found that students who had approachable supervisors learned faster and became more focused on building a future in the hospitality industry. The presence of a mentor helped them understand the job, feel more confident, and stay engaged throughout the placement.
Vo et al. (2021), working with Vietnamese students, reported that supervisors who stayed involved made the placement less stressful. Challenges like demanding guests or long shifts were easier to manage when there was someone available to check in, answer questions, or give advice. Students in those placements developed faster and made fewer mistakes.
Collins and Pearlman (2023) looked beyond short-term learning. Their work suggests that supervisors who build a respectful relationship with students also increase the likelihood that those students will remain in the hospitality sector. They used the Leader-Member Exchange theory (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995) to explain how workplace bonds influence professional choices.
Lee (2014) found that supervision on-site mattered more than academic input. In his study from Taiwan, students described greater learning when their hotel supervisors were clear, experienced, and consistently present. The day-to-day leadership from these supervisors had more impact than classroom preparation.
Losekoot et al. (2018) reviewed student journals from placements. Their analysis revealed that students showed improvement in areas such as teamwork, service communication, and guest interaction when they received regular feedback. These soft skills, often underdeveloped in academic settings, grew during the placement with the help of the supervisor's guidance.
Supervision provides students with a steady foundation to rely on as they face new tasks and working conditions. It allows room for correction, encouragement, and reflection. In placements where this kind of leadership is present, students are more likely to learn, adjust, and take responsibility for their development.
[bookmark: _Toc200455122]The Importance of Reflection in Work-Based Learning
Reflection helps students process their experiences during placements. In hospitality, where roles shift quickly and every guest interaction requires some level of judgment, reflection becomes a tool that supports learning and self-awareness (Canziani et al., 2013). Students often gain more from their placements when they are asked to pause, reflect, and describe how they handled specific tasks or situations (Smith et al., 2007).
Zahra (2012) highlights that reflection, whether through journal writing or group discussion, helps students understand their reactions, responses, and areas for improvement. Hospitality placements expose students to pressure, feedback, and unpredictable situations. Reflecting on these moments allows them to gain insight and make clearer decisions in the future.
Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle (1984) is a common reference point in hospitality education. The cycle moves through four stages: doing something, thinking about it, developing new ideas, and trying again. Dennison (2009) describes how this cycle is used to shape reflective assignments and workplace learning. It provides students with a practical approach to thinking through mistakes and successes.
Zopiatis and Constanti (2012) investigated how hospitality students applied Kolb’s model during their placements. Those who reflected on their daily work found it easier to connect course content with real service situations. They were also quicker to adjust their behaviour. Lashley and Barron (2006) argue that many students enter hospitality programmes focused on action and fast results. For this reason, guided reflection needs to be taught in a step-by-step manner.
Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988) offers an additional option for students. This six-stage model (starting with describing the event and ending with planning the next steps) provides structure to the process. Brown (2022) used the model with first-year students and found it helped them write more focused and personal reflections, even during online study.
In a study, Cockburn-Wootten and McIntosh (2020) found that self-reflection improved clarity about career interests and helped students become more adaptable. When students reflected on how they handled complaints, cultural differences, or stressful transitions, they gained better control over their reactions and identified areas for improvement.
Reflection gives meaning to placement work. It helps students take ownership of their actions and prepares them for future responsibilities. By writing down thoughts, discussing challenges, or reviewing service interactions, students begin to develop habits of critical thinking and self-correction. In hospitality, where service quality depends on fast decisions and emotional control, these habits are essential (Jackson and Trede, 2020).
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This study employs a qualitative, reflective case study design to explore the dynamics and impact of a hospitality internship placement. The rationale for this choice is grounded in research that seeks to understand the lived experience of a student intern and how theoretical concepts, such as leadership, supervision, and reflective learning, are applied in real-world hospitality settings. According to Yin (2018), the case study methodology is particularly suited for exploring complex, context-specific phenomena, especially when the boundaries between the phenomenon and its context are not clearly defined.
The reflective aspect of the study draws on the experiential learning model proposed by Kolb (1984), which posits that knowledge is created through the transformation of experience. This is further supported by Gibbs’ (1988) Reflective Cycle, which structures learning through descriptive, evaluative, and analytical stages. This research therefore prioritises subjective interpretation and iterative reflection, focusing on what Schön (1983) describes as the “reflective practitioner”, a professional-in-training who learns through ongoing examination of experience and action.
[bookmark: _Toc200455126]Data Sources
The research draws on the students’ daily involvement across three departments: Front Office, Food and Beverage, and Housekeeping. Several tools were used to record and reflect on this experience.
The Weekly Progress Tracker documented activities and challenges on a weekly basis. It helped identify patterns in workload, supervision style, and training, and provided space for weekly reflections.
Departmental Logs were kept for each area of work. These included notes on conversations with supervisors, guest interactions, and team briefings. They provided a detailed examination of how learning and support differed across departments.
Communication Records, including emails and meeting notes with HR and academic mentors, were reviewed to confirm timelines and clarify decisions. These documents supported the reflective writing and helped reduce personal bias.
Finally, reflective entries based on Gibbs’ model were used to explore key moments during the internship. This included handling complaints, being evaluated by supervisors, and taking part in meetings. Each reflection looked at what happened, how it was handled, and what could be done differently in the future.
Using different types of evidence helped create a fuller view of the placement. As Stake (1995) suggests, drawing from more than one source adds depth and strengthens the reliability of a case study.
[bookmark: _Toc200455127]Ethical Considerations
This project involved real people, daily operations, and reflective writing. To respect everyone involved, ethical approval was obtained and granted before the commencement of the placement. Permission was asked from supervisors and HR, both in person and by email, before using any content from logs, meetings, or communication.
No names or private details are included in this report. Where necessary, roles or events were modified to ensure that no one could be identified. All files were saved using secure passwords and encrypted folders.
Care was taken not to mention individuals or specific teams unless approval was given. In small teams, even vague details can make people recognisable, so extra caution was used.
Because the student was also a staff member, there was a risk of writing that was either too personal or too guarded. To manage this, journal entries were compared with work records. Some reflections were also discussed with academic tutors. This helped maintain balance and avoid one-sided views.
[bookmark: _Toc200455128]Limitations
This research is based on one student’s internship. It offers a close view of one placement, but the findings do not reflect all hospitality internships. As Stake (1995) explains, case studies are used for their depth, not for broad conclusions.
Because the reflections were written by the same person who completed the placement, there is a risk of personal bias or missing details. To support these findings, additional sources, such as logs, trackers, and email records, were utilised, as recommended by Creswell and Poth (2018).
Access to formal hotel documents, including internal reviews and company policies, was limited. While daily observations helped fill some gaps, the lack of internal data narrowed the scope of organisational analysis. This is a common issue when research is conducted within private businesses (Ladkin, 1999).
Still, the method worked well for the study’s aim. It provided a clear view of how a placement influenced learning, supervision, and student growth.
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[bookmark: _Toc200455131]Placement Context
The placement spanned ten weeks and was carried out at two Accor Group properties in Southampton: Novotel Southampton and Ibis Southampton Centre. Located in a busy tourist area, the Novotel operates as a four-star hotel within the mid-to-upper mid-scale segment. At the same time, the Ibis is a three-star property positioned in the economy tier. Although the hotels serve different market segments, they share a management team and operate under the same organisational culture. Both sites are part of a global chain recognised for its focus on staff development and consistent service delivery. The internship was split into three departments: Front Office, Food and Beverage, and Housekeeping.  Instead of fixed rotations, time spent in each area varied depending on operational needs. Shifts were allocated to fill gaps as they arose, which meant moving between departments when and where support was most needed.
The placement was shaped by the university's goals and the workplace's needs. It followed the ASET model for work-based learning (ASET, 2024), with a focus on applying theory, building soft skills, and learning through experience. A weekly journal and department logs were used to record what happened, how tasks were handled, and what could be improved.
The pace was fast, and the team was diverse in terms of background and roles. This helped show how supervision and leadership worked in practice. It also allowed space to reflect on how behaviour changes in a real setting. The structure of the placement provided sufficient contrast between departments, allowing for the observation of how learning conditions varied from one to another.
[bookmark: _Toc200455132]Supervision Styles and Their Impact on Learning
Supervision during the placement had a direct effect on how skills were learned and how confident the student became in handling tasks. Across the three departments, different approaches to supervision were noticed. Some supervisors gave detailed instructions and focused on results, while others created space for questions and encouraged more independent thinking. These differences influenced the learning experience from one department to the next.
Ko (2008) found that students who are satisfied with their supervisors often feel more prepared for future jobs. This idea reflects observations made during the placement. Supervisors who allowed space for decision-making and gave feedback helped build trust and made it easier to learn from mistakes.
Hora et al. (2024) also demonstrate that communication style is essential. Interns who worked under supportive supervisors reported stronger learning outcomes than those who were directed without much discussion. This was clear in the Front Office rotation. There, supervisors remained open to questions and took the time to explain what went wrong, which helped accelerate the learning process.
Ali et al. (2020) describe four main supervision styles: directive, supportive, counsellor, and consultant. Of these, the supportive and counselling styles led to the most positive responses from students. During the Food and Beverage rotation, this approach was present. Daily feedback and clear conversations helped link service actions to team expectations and guest outcomes.
In Housekeeping, the focus was more operational. The instructions were clear, but the space for questions was limited. This made routines efficient but slowed down reflection. Thapa (2022) notes that supervision is most effective when it combines direction with feedback. Without that balance, students may hesitate to take initiative.
Vo et al. (2021) note that a lack of interaction with supervisors can create barriers, particularly in high-pressure jobs such as those in the hospitality industry. Their research suggests that supervisors need more training in mentoring, not just task management, when working with interns. This was noticeable during busy shifts when supervisors had less time for follow-up.
In general, the way supervision was handled shaped how problems were approached and how progress was made. Supervisors who explained their decisions, gave feedback, and treated interns as learners rather than helpers made the most substantial impact. These interactions helped build a sense of trust and opened up opportunities for authentic learning during the placement.
[bookmark: _Toc200455133]Leadership Influence on Motivation and Engagement
Leadership has a significant impact on how interns remain motivated and engaged during their placement. For many students, this is their first time working full-time in a fast-paced setting. How their supervisor communicates, gives feedback, and sets expectations makes a noticeable difference in how they approach tasks and respond to pressure.
Employees tend to show greater motivation and consistency when led by supervisors who act reasonably, communicate clearly, and offer personal support when needed. In hospitality roles, clear instructions combined with a sense of shared purpose often make staff feel more connected to their work. When managers take time to explain how each task contributes to broader objectives, teams respond with more focus and engagement. As noted by He et al. (2019), this approach supports staff well-being while helping align day-to-day efforts with the company’s overall direction.
Transformational leadership (based on encouragement, listening, and support) has also shown clear links to higher engagement in hospitality roles. Thisera and Sewwandi (2018), in a study from Sri Lanka, found that interns responded well when supervisors gave space for ideas, stayed open to discussion, and followed up with care. Feeling trusted and supported helped students stay motivated over time.
He et al. (2019) took this further. His research suggested that leadership does more than motivate; it also helps turn that motivation into action. Supervisors acted as a bridge, helping interns transition from intention to performance. When leaders gave timely advice or stepped in with help, interns were more likely to follow through.
In high-end hotels, Melie, Schulp and de Boer (2020) noted that employees performed better when they received regular feedback. Even small moments of recognition helped keep energy levels steady. Feedback gave interns a sense of direction and helped them adjust their behaviour without losing confidence. Similarly, Xu et al. (2022) found that intern motivation often dropped after the early weeks. But when leaders checked in and made time to talk, students stayed more focused. A good match between tasks and skills also helped.
Craig Poole, a general manager recognised for his people-first approach, provides a valuable example of leadership in practice. His focus on trust, fairness, and listening aligns with the qualities identified in the studies above. He believes that how leaders treat staff shapes morale and outcomes. Interns in teams like his often feel more respected and more eager to contribute.
In placements, leadership is not just about assigning tasks. It shapes how students relate to their role. When supervisors explain, encourage, and involve interns in the workflow, students respond with greater focus, improved learning, and increased confidence.
[bookmark: _Toc200455134]Role of Reflection in Professional Growth
Taking time to reflect during a hospitality internship helps students become aware of their personal growth and development. In fast-paced hotel settings, this habit allows them to revisit specific moments and make more informed decisions about how to handle similar situations in the future.
Zopiatis and Constanti (2012) suggest that students benefit most when placements involve more than just assigning tasks. Real learning occurs when students pause to reflect on what they did, why it worked, and what could be improved. Kolb’s learning cycle outlines four steps: doing, observing, analysing, and testing new actions. In hospitality, where routines shift and guests behave unpredictably, this approach is particularly effective.
During this placement, weekly logs and structured reflections helped track progress. Gibbs’ cycle added more structure. It broke each experience down into steps: what happened, how it felt, what went well or not, and what could be changed. According to Ocampo et al. (2024), this kind of tool helps students reflect more consistently and move beyond surface-level impressions.
Reflection also affects how students respond emotionally. Zahra (2012) writes that those who reflect learn how to manage reactions and improve their presence on the job. One example came from the FB department. A guest’s comment pointed to a communication issue. After writing about it, a change in tone and delivery helped future interactions feel smoother. Small changes like these had a long-term impact.
In the FO team, reflection fostered a better understanding of team roles and timing. One shift was especially challenging, with delays at reception and pressure from arriving guests. Reflecting on it afterwards helped clarify where the communication had broken down. That same week, coordination improved by adjusting briefings at the start of shifts.
Brown (2022) found that students who reflect regularly tend to stay more focused and remember what they learn. That matched this placement experience. Even the more difficult situations became useful once written down and reviewed later.
In conclusion, reflection gave structure to learning. It helped connect daily tasks to larger patterns and supported a shift in mindset, from just doing the job to learning from it. Without reflection, many of those lessons might have gone unnoticed.
[bookmark: _Toc200455135]Challenges and Coping Strategies
Internships in hospitality often stretch students beyond their technical knowledge. The combination of fast service, shifting tasks, and unclear expectations introduces pressure that many do not anticipate. How students respond to this pressure shapes their learning.
Wang et al. (2015) identify three approaches students use to manage internship stress: practical problem-solving, emotional adjustment, and seeking information. The last one (asking questions or confirming expectations) proved most helpful during this placement. When instructions were unclear, checking with a colleague or supervisor helped avoid mistakes and reduced uncertainty.
Other challenges come from the structure of the placement itself. Soffi et al. (2020) describe how weak supervision, or limited training, can leave students uncertain about their role within the team. Some face unequal treatment or are assigned repetitive tasks without explanation. When this happened during the housekeeping rotation, it was easy to lose focus. Kim and Agrusa (2011) suggest that emotional strategies, such as humour or quiet reflection, are often used in such cases. However, without some prior awareness of how to process stress, these strategies may not offer much relief.
The shift from academic settings to hotel work brings another layer of adjustment. Shikha et al. (2024) report that many interns find this change abrupt. Since the pandemic, this gap has widened. Fewer face-to-face interactions and remote briefings created further distance between interns and mentors. To close this gap, they recommend structured preparation before the placement begins, including training on workplace behaviour, communication, and mental resilience.
A personal example of stress management occurred during a dinner service in the Food and Beverage department. The pace picked up quickly, roles overlapped, and miscommunication led to guest complaints. After a brief exchange with another team member, the tasks were broken down and reassigned. The pressure remained, but it became manageable. Reflecting on that evening helped clarify where things went wrong and how to handle similar moments in future shifts.
Coping strategies are most effective when the internship allows room for learning. When supervisors provide feedback or when interns are encouraged to ask questions and reflect, pressure can become a productive force. Where such support is missing, students may struggle to make sense of setbacks. Programs that combine skill-building with guidance are more likely to help students grow, even in stressful situations.

[bookmark: _Toc200455136]Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc200455137]Relevance to Existing Literature
The findings of this placement align with several themes identified in recent studies on hospitality internships, particularly regarding the impact of supervision, structure, and fairness on student learning. Many authors point to these elements as key factors in how interns adapt and grow.
Chadwick et al. (2024) argue that when supervisors give consistent feedback and take time to interact with students, the outcome is usually more positive. Interns tend to perform better, feel more prepared, and report higher satisfaction. That was also the case here. Regular check-ins during busy shifts helped clear up confusion and made daily tasks feel more manageable.
In a separate context, Hinton et al. (2023) describe how structured onboarding and clear role definitions shape internship outcomes in therapeutic environments. Their point about having manuals and mentor training applies equally well in hospitality. At these hotels, interns received written guidelines and were shown department standards early on, which created a more focused start.
Lee (2014) examined hospitality internships and found that leadership has a significant impact on how students perceive the overall experience. Supportive supervisors, he notes, make it easier for interns to understand expectations and improve their practical skills. In this placement, that kind of leadership was especially clear during the food and beverage training, where guidance on guest interaction and service style had a substantial impact.
Ferreras-Garcia et al. (2022) note that clear feedback loops can help bridge the gap between technical tasks and the development of soft skills. Interns who are informed of their progress tend to improve more quickly. Weekly evaluations in this case helped interns reflect on their communication style and time management, which proved helpful when rotating between roles.
Fair task distribution also comes up often in research. Lingadkar and Sankaranarayanan (2023) show that interns are more engaged when responsibilities are shared openly and rotated fairly. That was consistent with this placement, where everyone had a turn managing briefings or handling floor service, which helped build a sense of shared purpose.
Finally, McDonald and Wilson-Mah (2022) highlight the influence of informal learning, which occurs when staff offer guidance without being asked. These interactions, such as tips exchanged during morning prep, contributed to learning just as much as formal reviews.
In short, what worked during this placement aligns with what the literature recommends: structure, fairness, and engaged supervision make a clear difference.
[bookmark: _Toc200455138]What Should Effective Hospitality Placements Look Like?
Building meaningful hospitality placements involves more than assigning students to operational tasks; it also requires a comprehensive approach. For an internship to support long-term development, it must be structured around goals that reflect both academic learning and industry needs. The reflections from this placement, together with established research, suggest three key priorities: clear learning goals, balanced work expectations, and involvement in leadership-related tasks.
Starting with learning goals, the importance of setting clear expectations early in the placement has been widely discussed. Ko et al. (2024) highlights that internships are more effective when universities and host organisations coordinate on training objectives. When students understand what they are working toward, they are more likely to stay motivated and measure their progress. This was evident during this internship, where task sheets and check-ins provided structure and accountability. Zopiatis and Constanti (2012) also link successful learning outcomes to Kolb’s experiential model, where hands-on tasks are supported by reflection and theory. Without that structure, daily duties can become disconnected from wider learning.
The second concern is the intensity and balance of the work assigned. While hospitality work is often demanding by nature, the role of the intern must stay focused on development, not just labour. Stansbie, Nash and Jack (2013) caution against internships that treat students as extra staff. Repetitive or physically exhausting work can weaken both engagement and learning. Their analysis, based on Hackman and Oldham’s job design model, shows that variety, feedback, and autonomy improve motivation. This placement used a rotation system across departments, which created contrast in tasks and helped avoid burnout. It also gave a clearer view of how different teams operate under varying leadership styles.
Managing workload also means recognising when tasks are mismatched with skill level. Wang and Chen (2015) found that students make better progress when the challenge of a task is appropriate to their stage of learning. If the work is too basic or too advanced, learning suffers. In this case, confidence increased most in situations where support was available, but some independence was expected. That balance allowed for trial and error and meaningful feedback, two essential elements of workplace learning.
Leadership experience during placements is another area that often receives less attention. Interns are typically trained in procedures, but not always invited to observe or participate in decision-making. Crawford, Weber and Dennison (2014) stress that leadership training should begin early and include exposure to small responsibilities. The opportunity to lead a pre-service briefing or provide input during shift planning can be enough to develop confidence and start building a leadership identity. During this placement, shadowing supervisors during peak shifts revealed how real-time decisions are made and how team coordination unfolds in pressure situations.
Ferreras-Garcia, Sales-Zaguirre and Serradell-Lopez (2022) also argue for placements that allow space for student initiative. Their findings show that when interns are encouraged to ask questions, suggest changes, or take responsibility for small tasks, they grow professionally and personally at a faster rate. This aligns with the experience here, particularly in Food and Beverage, where requesting to handle minor service issues without supervision led to more rapid adaptation and stronger communication skills.
In addition to structure and leadership access, inclusivity must be viewed as a core component of placement quality. Under the UK’s Equality Act 2010, students have a right to work in environments that protect against discrimination and support equal treatment. Beyond meeting legal standards, good placements go further by encouraging diversity in staffing, tasks, and communication styles.
A well-known example of this principle in action is Craig Poole, General Manager of the DoubleTree by Hilton in Reading, Pennsylvania. In the short film “Follow Me and I Will Be Behind You” (Poole, 2021), he shares his view that inclusive hiring is not just about compliance, it is about dignity and trust. One example is hiring individuals with disabilities and providing them with roles that reflect their interests and abilities, rather than just token assignments. His leadership model, rooted in service and listening, shows that diversity can strengthen team cohesion and morale.
This kind of environment offers interns more than just training; it shows them what ethical, people-first management looks like. Informal mentorships, inclusive team meetings, and fair task assignments all contribute to a placement that supports long-term growth.
In conclusion, hospitality internships benefit most from precise planning, supportive leadership, and a workplace culture that values learning and fairness. Placements built on these elements do more than prepare students for entry-level roles. They provide students with tools to develop into thoughtful professionals who understand how teams function, how decisions are made, and how inclusivity can influence service outcomes. When these conditions are in place, the placement becomes an experience that connects theory, reflection, and action in meaningful ways.
[bookmark: _Toc200455139]Implications for Industry and Education
The experience from this internship offers a grounded view into how hotel placements can be improved through closer collaboration between industry and education. Instead of treating internships as a routine or secondary process, both sides (hospitality professionals and academic teams) need to approach them as shared learning spaces with specific goals.
Hotels, in particular, have an opportunity to rethink how they host interns. Research by Cui and Abukhalifeh (2022) suggests that students often report low satisfaction when placements involve heavy workloads, inadequate compensation, and limited growth opportunities. This was echoed in parts of the current placement, where long shifts and repetitive duties sometimes reduced learning time. When interns are added to the rota mainly to ease staff shortages, the developmental value of the experience drops. It becomes harder for them to connect practical work with academic knowledge.
Placements are most effective when interns are treated as learners, not substitutes. Structured learning plans, varied assignments, and regular feedback help them stay motivated and aware of their progress (Little and Harvey, 2006). Giousmpasoglou and Marinakou (2021) found that interns are more likely to complete their programmes and continue in hospitality when they receive proper support and mentoring. In this placement, minor adjustments, such as receiving feedback during service or having the opportunity to rotate between tasks, made a noticeable difference. Ko et al. (2024) also note that mentorship and clear objectives improve engagement and practical outcomes.
Reflection should be integrated into everyday work, not just reserved for formal reports. Zhu et al. (2023) demonstrate that ongoing reflection (whether through brief end-of-shift conversations, notes, or follow-up discussions) improves students' understanding of their actions and their significance. This also improves their confidence in handling unfamiliar tasks. During the placement, moments of informal reflection often brought more clarity than formal evaluations.
Universities also play a key role. Their involvement should go beyond approving placements and collecting final reports. According to Zhou and He (2024), continuous communication between placement officers and hotel mentors helps keep interns on track and allows for early adjustments when problems arise. Shared feedback forms, mid-placement reviews, and end-of-term debriefs support consistent learning.
Students also benefit when preparation includes more than basic training. Ferdian et al. (2025) argue that professional skills, emotional readiness, and cultural awareness need more attention in the lead-up to placements. In fast-paced environments like hospitality, these elements are essential for adapting quickly and building resilience.
After the placement ends, reflection should continue. Giousmpasoglou and Marinakou (2021) suggest that follow-up assignments and group discussions help students process their experience and connect it with their future goals. These activities also encourage a deeper understanding of leadership, teamwork, and decision-making.
In conclusion, internships need a clear purpose and shared responsibility. When businesses and universities support interns from start to finish, the learning becomes more relevant, personal, and long-lasting.
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[bookmark: _Toc200455141]Conclusion
This dissertation examined how hospitality internships can support professional development when designed with a clear structure, reflective tools, and ethical supervision. The case study, which followed a ten-week placement, focused on how leadership, feedback, and workplace routines influence learning. Three consistent themes were identified: the importance of structured environments, the influence of supervisory behaviour, and the value of reflection.
The primary goal was to evaluate the impact of work-based learning on skill development. This was achieved through frameworks such as Kolb’s experiential learning model (1984), Gibbs’ reflective cycle (1988), and the ASET guide (2024). These were useful for linking placement moments with academic understanding. Written logs, guided feedback, and team briefings helped the intern connect classroom knowledge with daily tasks. The placement confirmed that structured goals, supported by feedback, make the learning process more effective and measurable.
The second focus was on supervision and leadership. The style of each supervisor had a direct impact on engagement. Where supervisors gave space for questions, explained decisions, and offered consistent feedback, learning outcomes improved. In contrast, a task-heavy or distant approach often reduced motivation. The difference was not just about what interns were asked to do, but how they were supported along the way. These findings reinforce previous research showing that supportive leadership improves student satisfaction and confidence (Ko, 2008; Bavik, 2023).
Reflection was the third area. Weekly entries, post-shift notes, and discussions gave the intern a chance to revisit decisions, question habits, and plan improvements. Reflection helped turn one-off moments into long-term skills. This supports earlier research by Edward Beck & Halim (2008) and Xu et al. (2022) who found that reflection strengthens emotional intelligence and professional identity. It also helped to recognise patterns in feedback and see how behaviour could be adjusted over time.
Other factors such as fairness, clear communication, and workload balance also shaped the experience. When these were in place, the internship felt like a space for learning. When they were missing, the focus shifted more toward labour than development.
In closing, internships in hospitality are most effective when the focus remains on growth, rather than just performance. With shared responsibility between academic and industry mentors, placements can move beyond routine tasks. A combination of structure, thoughtful supervision, and space for reflection can transform internships into meaningful steps toward long-term careers.

[bookmark: _Toc200455142]Recommendations
This study suggests that meaningful hospitality internships depend on shared planning, supportive leadership, and clear structures that place learning at the centre. To improve future placements, four key recommendations are proposed, each shaped using the SMART model (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Time-bound).
1. Improve Communication Between Universities and Hotel HR
Specific - Introduce a fixed communication schedule between university placement offices and hotel HR departments. This should include joint progress meetings, shared learning plans, and simple procedures for raising concerns.
Measurable- One joint review every three weeks per intern, with feedback recorded in journals or summary forms.
Achievable - Appointing a liaison person on both sides is enough to coordinate this without extra staffing.
Relevant - Zhou and He (2023) stress that weak coordination leads to role confusion and also link poor communication to student dissatisfaction during placements.
Time-bound - This system should be implemented before the next placement cycle and reviewed halfway through to make any necessary adjustments.
2. Add a Structured Mentoring Component
Specific- Pair students with supervisors who can provide regular support. This includes weekly check-ins, informal discussions, and time spent observing team decisions or briefings.
Measurable - Each student should have five or more mentoring moments logged during their placement.
Achievable - Mid-level staff can take this on with limited extra effort. Conversations can happen during quiet shifts or after tasks.
Relevant - According to Cockburn-Wootten and McIntosh (2020), interns who received support from transformational leaders reported better outcomes. Helalat et al. (2024) also found that mentoring improved task ownership.
Time-bound - Mentoring should begin in week one and be reviewed by week six to check its effectiveness.
3. Standardise Fair Scheduling Practices
Specific - Use consistent rota systems that give interns the chance to rotate between departments and shift types. Publish schedules early.
Measurable - Interns should rotate every two to three weeks. Rotas should be given out at least one week in advance.
Achievable - Most hotels already use scheduling software that can be adjusted easily.
Relevant - Research by Ko (2008) and Lingadkar and Sankaranarayanan (2023) shows that fair scheduling supports motivation and learning.
Time-bound - The system should be tested over one complete placement cycle and updated based on intern feedback.
4. Build Reflection into the Placement Structure
Specific- Offer weekly digital reflection tasks using Gibbs’ cycle, optional peer groups, and occasional reflection workshops led by tutors.
Measurable - Tutors should review journal entries for consistency and insight at mid-point and end of placement.
Achievable - These tools can be easily integrated into existing platforms, such as Moodle or Microsoft Teams.
Relevant - Xu et al. (2022) and Edward and Halim (2008) demonstrate that structured reflection enables students to connect their experiences with long-term development.
Time-bound - Reflection tools should be launched by week two, with informal reviews scheduled for weeks three through five.
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Craig Poole’s approach to leadership helped clarify what emotionally intelligent supervision can look like in the hospitality industry. His belief that leadership is about service rather than control made a strong impression and connected directly with the academic theories explored throughout this research. Poole places value on dignity, belonging, and human development rather than focusing only on results or hierarchy.
These ideas became particularly meaningful during the internship, where the way supervisors treated their teams often shaped the learning environment. Managers who provided clear feedback, made time for brief conversations, or acknowledged effort helped create an environment where students could stay motivated and focused. The tone they set encouraged questions and gave space for growth. On the other hand, supervisors who only issued instructions or remained distant rarely created the same kind of engagement. Their teams were quieter, more reserved, and often less confident in making decisions.
Poole’s approach to inclusion also gave weight to the idea that equity must be practised, not just discussed. His hiring decisions, which included bringing in individuals with disabilities or from challenging backgrounds, and entrusting them with regular roles, demonstrated that inclusion is effective when leaders genuinely believe in it. This approach did not appear to be a public statement. It was embedded into how the workplace functioned. Colleagues worked together as equals, which had a noticeable effect on morale.
During the internship, similar patterns were observed. Supervisors who treated interns as part of the team, regardless of age or background, helped reduce barriers and supported better communication. These actions mirrored the kind of inclusive leadership seen in Poole’s example, even if only on a smaller scale.
This reflection also links with legal obligations under the Equality Act 2010, which protects individuals against discrimination in employment. What stood out, however, was how Poole took that principle further. Rather than treating it as a rule to follow, he used it to build a more supportive workplace culture.
The lessons drawn from Poole’s leadership, as well as from supervisors who shared similar values, demonstrate that the way people are led has a profound impact on more than just daily tasks. It influences trust, confidence, and the willingness to engage in learning. For internships to succeed, this kind of leadership should not be rare; it should be expected.
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