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During my placement at the Hilton Hotel Chelsea, I worked in the Front Office Department, serving as a Front Office Supervisor. This role allowed me to gain valuable insights into the administrative operations of a busy hotel environment. To reflect on my experiences, I have used Gibbs' Reflective Cycle (1988), which includes description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion, and an action plan. This reflective model helps break down each stage of learning and makes it easier to identify areas for personal and professional growth.

During my time at the hotel, I assisted the manager at the front desk. This position included a wide range of responsibilities that gave me valuable insight into the day-to-day running of front office operations. One of my main duties was overseeing the daily check-in and check-out procedures. I made sure that the reception team followed the correct process and that all guest details were recorded accurately in the system. I observed and assisted with tasks such as verifying guest identification, confirming booking details, collecting payments, and issuing room keys. This required strong attention to detail, especially during busy periods when multiple guests arrived simultaneously, and mistakes could easily happen. Another key part of the role was ensuring that guest requests and complaints were dealt with quickly and professionally. Typically, I would assist customers in resolving issues such as booking errors, room dissatisfaction, or delays with housekeeping. These situations taught me the importance of staying calm, listening carefully to guests, and offering practical solutions that maintained the hotel's reputation for good service. It also helped me build confidence in my communication skills, as I had to explain policies clearly while maintaining professionalism, understanding, and flexibility. I feel that these experiences gave me a clear view of my personal strengths and weaknesses in a hospitality setting. From my front office experiences within the placement, I found that one of my main strengths is my ability to stay calm under pressure and handle situations logically, even when others around me are frustrated or unsure. I also found that I communicate well with guests, using clear language and showing understanding, which helps with customer satisfaction. Another strength is my willingness to take initiative and act quickly. I believe that my previous hotel placement and my own experiences with hospitality and customer communications within my career past were big factors in allowing me to react in these ways and communicate clearly, because I felt I was able to maintain a calm attitude and aim to resolve issues promptly as I understood the importance of this to both the business and the guests. My main aims in customer communications were to assess situations and look for immediate solutions while keeping my supervisor updated and following policy, which I found especially important to do as I was in a Front Desk position and guest interaction was more important. I believe this proactive attitude helped maintain service standards and protect the hotel’s reputation in front of guests.

[bookmark: _Int_NGlV0vYx]Despite this, I noted an area for improvement in anticipating guest needs more thoroughly. There were times during my placement when I was so focused on completing standard check-in procedures or managing bookings that I didn’t take a step back to consider the guest’s experience. One example that I believe reflects this was when a guest requested a quiet room away from the lift, but I hadn’t noticed the request during check-in and allocated her a room near a service area. She returned to the desk clearly frustrated, and I had to manage the situation and find a better room for her. While I resolved it professionally, I felt frustrated at myself as the situation could have been avoided had I paid closer attention to her preferences from the start. This experience made me realize the importance of not just following procedures but actively looking for small details that can make a significant difference in a guest’s stay. As a mature student more focused on technical accuracy, especially with digital systems, I’ve learned that emotional awareness and proactive thinking are just as important. Anticipating guest needs improves their experience and reduces complaints and extra work later, which I aim to work on in future roles. Within this placement, I found that another key area of weakness for me is technical confidence with the Property Management System (PMS) for advanced tasks such as modifying group bookings. Although I became more comfortable in this placement with basic functions like check-ins, check-outs, and adding notes, I often struggled with more complex tasks. This remains a challenge for me, especially as a mature student, but improving my PMS skills would make me more independent and efficient. To address this, I plan to undertake further training on the hotel PMS through online courses or practical training opportunities as I advance my hospitality career in the future. I also intend to allocate time to practice using technology systems to build confidence in handling complex administrative duties.

Additionally, the observer and managerial roles I undertook also helped me better understand and assess guest needs and anticipate how they may evolve. As a student entering this fast-paced industry, I became particularly aware of how evolving technology and shifting guest expectations are changing hotel operations, with technology and the emergence of AI becoming critical in customer communications and guest expectations. As such, a noticeable pattern in customer needs is the increasing demand for efficiency, convenience, and personalized service in guest interactions (Arapou and Kapiki, 2023). I noticed that younger guests and business clients often prefer digital check-in kiosks or the Hilton app over face-to-face check-ins at the front desk. While many guests still value personal interaction, I believe there is a clear trend toward digital and self-service options. During my placement, I observed several guests express dissatisfaction and frustration when digital services were unavailable or slow due to internet connection issues, highlighting the need for front office teams to be not only technically skilled but also flexible in understanding and in adapting to different guest preferences in real time.

Furthermore, during my placement, it became evident that staff turnover is a significant challenge in the hospitality industry, especially within the Doubletree Hilton Hotel Chelsea’s front office. As found by Al-suraihi et al., (2021), High turnover rates disrupt team stability, increase pressure on existing staff, and negatively impact the consistency of guest service delivery. Therefore, Maslach and Leiter (2000) suggest that when experienced employees leave, less experienced staff often need to quickly assume greater responsibilities, which can lead to mistakes or delays during busy periods. This not only affects internal operations but also results in longer wait times, booking errors, and slower responses to guest requests, ultimately diminishing the overall guest experience (Schlesinger and Heskett, 1991). These challenges highlighted the need for robust training and effective managerial support to ensure new employees are adequately prepared and service standards are maintained. This experience also emphasized the importance of developing both technical expertise and strong interpersonal skills to support the team effectively during periods of transition.

Based on my observations, improving staff retention in front office operations can be achieved by strengthening employee engagement and offering flexible staffing options. Changes such as recognition programs, career development, and mentorship may help employees feel valued and connected to their work (Whitt, 2006; Singh, 2019). Baum (2006) notes that hotels with lower turnover often have strong engagement and development strategies, arguing that mentorship provides support and encourages commitment, which is vital in a busy front office environment. Additionally, Krishna and Garg (2022) highlight the importance of staff retention to hospitality businesses, noting that engaged employees are more likely to stay, reducing recruitment and training costs.  Therefore, it could be suggested that offering flexible work schedules, part-time roles, or job-sharing can help employees balance work and personal life, which is important in hospitality where hours can vary. As argued by Michielsens et al. (2013), flexible policies ultimately improve job satisfaction and employee retention, resulting in positive changes to customer services and the work environment. Therefore, a combination of these strategies can create a more stable front office team, leading to better service and improved guest experiences.

Overall, this placement has deepened my understanding of the complexities within front office operations and highlighted the importance of continuous personal growth, adaptability, and teamwork in delivering exceptional guest experiences.
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