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[bookmark: _Toc209704569]Introduction
Looking back on my placement at the reception department of Holiday Inn Guildford, I want to share what I actually learned about how the front office really works. I went into this thinking I'd get hands-on experience with all the systems, but what I got was quite different from what I expected. What I observed was that reception isn’t just about check in and check outs but front desk is the core of the whole hotel. The front desk staff deal with everything from guest complaints to emergency situations, and they're basically the face of the hotel. The reception team handles 24/7 check-ins and check-outs, which sounds simple but is actually pretty complex (Vallen and Valen,, 2014). They're processing payments, dealing with key card issues, and managing departures, all while making sure each guest feels welcomed. The guest experience can depend on these interaction. But it goes way beyond administrative tasks. I watched staff constantly helping guests with information about local transport and attractions. They had to know everything about the hotel's facilities and were arranging wake-up calls and booking taxis. One thing that stood out was how they handled complaints. I noticed they had a specific approach - listen carefully, apologise sincerely, and then fix the problem right away. This seemed really important because small issues could be sorted out immediately. What really hit me was realising that reception is the first point of contact in emergency situations - that's a massive responsibility. I will reflect on my placement experience using Kolb’s reflective cycle below.
[bookmark: _Toc209704570]Kolb’s Reflective Cycle 
[bookmark: _Toc209704571]Concrete Experience
When I started this reception service at Holiday Inn Guilford Inn, I had some pretty specific goals. At the time of my placement at Holiday Inn Guildford, the reception staff handled a discrepancy in the billing of a guest calmly by explaining the charges and offering compensation. The example is a good illustration of good service recovery, which supports the idea that solving the problem in a timely manner increases customer satisfaction and helps build stronger customer loyalty (Singh et al. 2023). Hagg (2013) stresses that a balanced approach should be taken, balancing between observation and active involvement in placements, however, in my case at the Holiday Inn Guildford I could only help in passive observation only, which limited my progress in professionalism as well.  My first objective was understanding how reception handles emergency situations - protocols, contacts, chain of command. My second objective was mastering guest communication and problem solving, especially handling complaints. My third objective was getting hands-on experience with the actual systems - check-in/check-out programs, processing payments, managing guest accounts. Unfortunately, the reality was pretty disappointing. Instead of hands-on experience, I found myself watching from the sidelines, trying to learn by observation alone. And let me tell you, that approach really doesn't work when you're trying to understand complex systems.
The thing that frustrated me most was that I never got to actually use the programs myself. I could watch staff doing it, but watching someone navigate a computer system is completely different from doing it yourself. My actual contributions were pretty limited - occasionally giving guests simple information or directing them to conference rooms. This passive role was really frustrating because I could see interesting situations happening around me, but I wasn't allowed to participate. It's like being at a cooking class where you're only allowed to watch the chef but never touch the ingredients - you might pick up some theoretical knowledge, but you're not actually learning how to cook.
[bookmark: _Toc209704572]Reflective Observation
One thing that really stood out was the management style I witnessed. From what I could see, the manager ran things in a pretty autocratic way - making all the decisions without involving the team or giving staff much autonomy. In my case of Holiday Inn Guildford, the reception manager ignored the decisions of staff members in relation to the upgrading of the guest rooms thus reducing the autonomy of employees. This observation reflects an autocratic leadership style, which is consistent with the current management and organisational behaviour literature that supports the adverse effects of limited empowerment on motivation. It was discovered that transformational leadership can facilitate employee engagement and ongoing enhancement (Monje-Amor et al., 2020). This comparison has empirical evidence to prove the hypothesis that leadership style has direct effect on service quality, team morale, and overall effectiveness of operations in hotel industry.
Despite the fact that only a few observations revealed that the luxury was introduced as a sort of a post-hoc, these cases were quite few. It came out that an administrator had to devote much of his time to basic roles of a receptionist as opposed to performing high level managerial work. This division seems to support the autocratic organisational system, hence limiting the staff access to the ability to make independent decisions. However, the functions of the reception team cannot be neglected when it comes to measuring the success of the hotel as a whole. The smooth and fast cheque-in procedure, along with a timely eventual solution to violations, help in making guests experiences memorable. However, it is quite difficult to get a happy guest when the first encounter is made; when a customer is drawn into the hotel at the initial meeting, the chances of being satisfied are considerably high. As a result, the inappropriateness of these responsibilities and the autocratic mode that prevailed in them is the failure to seize an opportunity to improve the organisation (Wood, 2013).
Though there were examples of the flexibility, they were rare. It was again observed that the manager used to spend much time in normal receptionist work rather than being concentrated on managerial role. It seemed as though this practise strengthened an autocratic hierarchy, thus cutting off the autonomy of staff in decision-making. Despite these leadership issues, the reception team's work is absolutely crucial for the hotel's success. When staff handle check-ins smoothly and sort out complaints effectively, it creates positive experiences that guests remember. The disconnect between how important these responsibilities are and the autocratic management style seemed like a missed chance.
[bookmark: _Toc209704573]Abstract Conceptualisation
One of the biggest disappointments was how little I learned about the technical side of reception work. Even though learning these systems was one of my main objectives, I was basically stuck watching other people use them. Without actually navigating the systems myself, I couldn't grasp how they worked. Lack of experiential opportunities also limited my learning, which supports the fact as presented by Kolb (1984), that active experimentation is imperative. This will guide my future practise: I will promote a well-organised system training, provide personnel with a chance to be exposed to practical work, and emphasise the importance of knowledge sharing as the way to improve the efficiency of the team and help staff develop professionally. This represents a huge gap in my practical learning. In today's hospitality industry, being able to use these administrative tools effectively is crucial. Without this knowledge, I felt like I was missing a fundamental part of modern front office work. Lack of formal support contradicts the ASET Good Practise Guide (2017), which emphasises the need to have clear learning outcomes, mentorship, and to be actively involved in placements in order to facilitate student development
The training difficulties I experienced connect directly to Human Resource Management principles. The "watching and learning" approach goes against effective training design. Good training programs are supposed to include active participation, not just passive observation. What I experienced also highlights problems with knowledge management. Also, according to Felce (2019), where systematic training and effective quality-assurance mechanisms are absent work-based learning is likely to be inefficient, which undermines its usefulness to both the learners and the employers. Organisations have valuable information held by skilled employees, but if there's no system to transfer that knowledge, it is basically wasted. The hotel seemed to be "hoarding" information instead of sharing it effectively. From what I learned in theory about managing people was, the hotel was missing out on the strategic benefits of a good internship program. These programs should benefit both parts, the student and the hotel, but the hotel seems it’s not taking advantage of.
[bookmark: _Toc209704574]Active Experimentation
From my perspective as a reception service at Holiday Inn Guilford Inn, the biggest issue at Holiday Inn Guildford was how poorly they handled student training at the front desk. The main problem was that my access to basic functions was severely limited to just watching other people work. This "learning by observation" approach sounds reasonable in theory, but in practice it's really ineffective. What made this more disappointing was how inflexible the hotel's administration seemed about sharing knowledge. Information on operational decisions was limited, and thus, a wider learning was inhibited. The best employment should reflect on planned learning goals, pertinent job experience and good mentorship. However, those expectations were not manifested in my experience and in reality were the near opposite of it. An example is when the Opera PMS was not available and observational methods were used exclusively. This drawback made trust and efficiency operationally quite alienated, and the absence of supervisory facility compromised the experiential learning. It is broadly assumed that enhanced supervisory participation leads to the skill development, better service delivery, and eventually more valuable and meaningful, and worthwhile reception service experiences.
The modern tendencies in the management of hotels are more and more associated with the technological shift of solutions. Front-office activities are also being automated with the help of AI, which is manifested not only in the automated cheque-in but also by chatbots, answering guest questions, and anticipating individual service requirements. Such systems can help to decrease workload and enhance efficiency of the staffs at Holiday Inn Guildford.
Also, evolving consumer demands, self-service kiosks, and sustainability programmes emphasise the need to adjust administrative practises. Understanding of those trends will inform my future growth being up to date and competent in hospitality management.
[bookmark: _Toc209704575] Conclusion
Looking back on my reception service at Holiday Inn Guilford Inn, I have mixed feelings about what I learned. I gained valuable insights into how complex front office operations are and saw how reception work impacts guest satisfaction. However, the limitations in hands-on learning and rigid approach to student training were significant disappointments. The space between my learning objectives and what I actually got to do, emphasise significant issues with how the hotel approaches student evolution. The autocratic leadership style seemed to limit everyone's potential. Despite these challenges, the experience taught me lessons about training and leadership. While I didn't achieve all objectives, the placement gave me a realistic view of hospitality management.
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