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Introduction
Front office operations are at the core of hotel operations as the first point of contact with hotel staff, ensuring guest satisfaction, operation efficiency and brand reputation. The customers at Hotel Accor in Harlow are diverse and include council tenants, conference and event guests, business people, and visitors to the town, including families. The front desk plays a pivotal role in welcoming and registering guests, processing reservations, ensuring smooth check-ins and check-outs, settling accounts, handling telephone, guest mail, messages, and luggage, and addressing guests' various needs, queries and resolving concerns efficiently (Baker & al., 2000, Dix & Baird, 1998). 
My main learning objective for reception desk placement was to gain an in-depth understanding of front desk operations, particularly managing different types of guests and accommodation with the booking software. I was shadowing two of the reception colleagues on their duties. I aimed to enhance my communication, teamwork and problem-solving skills while developing fundamental technical competencies for front-office operations. I had the opportunity to critically assess the skills required for excellent guest service, starting from the front office. The effectiveness of communication affects both individual and organisational performance (Buchan & Huczynski, 2019). An increasingly diverse culture, with sensitivities to names, customs and expectations of others, is essential to effective cross-cultural communication (id.). Modern communication technology and social media have made communication simpler, but the challenge to communication remains as technology-mediated interactions offer fewer social and non-verbal cues about the context, and we are less aware of how our behaviour affects others (Buchan & Huczynski, 2019)  
Section 1: Reflection on Experience and Personal Development
During my placement at the reception area of Hotel Accor in Harlow, I noticed the complexity of the front office operations management. The hotel caters to a wide range of guests with different levels of engagement and expectations, with conference guests requiring seamless and efficient service with quick check-ins, meeting room arrangements, and additional amenities, while other guests had different expectations. One key learning from this experience was the importance of clear and professional communication. Ambiguity in communication could create a lot of frustration for clients, such as when a council tenant had to change rooms to accommodate a family booking. 
This placement experience highlighted the importance of adaptability in front-office operations. The reception desk placement exposed me to situations requiring rapid decision-making and conflict resolution. For example, there was a situation dealing with a double booking where a business guest and a council tenant had overlapping reservations due to a system error. The problem was referred to the manager as the tenant council refused to change rooms. The receptionist handled the situation by offering a room upgrade to the business guest. 
Conflict and stress at work have a substantial impact on staff wellbeing (Mullins & Mclean, 2019). A certain amount of conflict is inevitable in the workplace. Harmful outcomes can be reduced through clear communication and role definition, diversity management and training, conflict resolution training, and efficient workflow processes (Rees & French, 2022).
Drawing from my experience, industry exposure, and academic journey, I could compare different approaches to front-office operations. The experience highlighted the importance of internal communication, teamwork, and task management in delivering high-quality guest service, as front-house staff must coordinate with housekeeping, management, and other departments to ensure seamless operations. 
Section 2: Critical Analysis of Work-Based Skills and Technical Knowledge
Customer Service Skills
A significant part of the reception role involves dealing with people, thus communication and interpersonal relationships (Dix & Baird, 1998). Reception staff must demonstrate active listening, empathy and conflict resolution skills (Kasavana, 2013). For example, when a guest expressed dissatisfaction with the cleanliness of their room, my colleague demonstrated exceptional customer service, actively listening, apologising, and arranging for immediate housekeeping services. The guest felt heard and valued and left a good review of the service. The example reinforces the importance of guest-centered customer service.
Technical Knowledge
The ability to operate hotel management software, such as Opera, is crucial in handling bookings, payments, and guest requests. The proficient use of these systems allows receptionists to check room availability, manage check-ins and check-outs seamlessly, and address issues such as billing discrepancies (Bardi, 2010). During my placement, I witnessed how system errors pose challenges, such as overbookings, and how staff used their technical knowledge and skills to address the issue swiftly. 
Also, as a future manager, another concern is capacity management. The reservation system offers the best way to plan and manage demand (Jones & Robinson, 2012), but still could be verified cancellations or bookings not turning up. Managing capacity influences staffing levels, with an increase in staff demand in case of planned events. The manager can effectively forecast and plan staffing levels accordingly because the hotel has a fixed capacity in the short term (fixed numbers of rooms available). This approach enables the hotel to have staff on part-time and flexitime contracts (id.).  
Problem-Solving and Crisis Management
Due to the nature of the business, unforeseen issues may sometimes arise. One instance involved a business guest assigned a room next to a council tenant playing loud music. The business person was upset by the noise and requested a quieter room. The receptionist offered him another room while diplomatically addressing the noise issues with the other client. The lesson to take from the time spent at front office is that effective front-office operations rely not only on interpersonal skills but also on technical expertise and the ability to handle operational challenges effectively. 
Section 3: Reflection on Organisational Issues
Some situations I encountered underscore the importance of balancing guests' needs while ensuring smooth operations and high service standards. I recall a conference group expecting priority service at check-in, while another guest required urgent assistance with a maintenance issue in their room. The front desk was momentarily overwhelmed, leading to guests' frustration and service delays. The situation had an immediate impact on the reception performance,  and guests expressed dissatisfaction with the waiting time and service efficiency. This resulted in additional stress for the reception staff, who required the supervisor to step in and help while delegating other tasks. 
There are a couple of solutions I would suggest to improve service efficiency, mitigate delays and prevent service bottlenecks - like improving staff allocation, especially during peak check-ins, implementing enhanced communication channels, with dedicated maintenance/ housekeeping request system that would streamline the process without interfering with high traffic check-in times and a prioritisation strategy aimed at effectively prevent service imbalances. Training remains necessary to understand various client needs and service demands. Non-urgent requests could be scheduled during off-peak hours rather than disrupting the reception workflow (Kasavana, 2013).  
Ano important aspect I noticed was the importance given to quality and performance management (Fallon & Rutherford, 2010), both in staff training and policies in place to achieve high industry standards but also in the attention to waste, loses, and defective items that cost the company due to improper storage or maintenance checks failures. Another important aspect of daily operations was ensuring that health and safety requirements were met at all times.
Conclusions and Action Plan
The placement experience at Hotel Accor reception desk has been instrumental in developing my understanding of front-office operations. The situations I encountered reinforced the importance of communication, adaptability, and problem-solving in a dynamic hospitality environment (Kasavana, 2013); my mentors' handling of guest concerns and resolving conflicts provided valuable insights into effective front-office operations management. One key takeaway from the experience is the need for a proactive approach to successful front-office operations, anticipating guest needs, maintaining a calm and professional demeanour, and leveraging technical knowledge to deliver a high-quality service and guest experience (Valen & Valen, 2014). Additionally, teamwork and internal coordination play a significant role in ensuring smooth operations between departments (Wood, 2013). 
Future Action Plan
I would like to attend a training in hotel management software (Opera) to improve efficiency in handling booking and guest requests. Next, I plan to take part in customer service workshops to strengthen my conflict resolution abilities, with a focus on de-escalation techniques and guest satisfaction strategies and complete my placement in F&B, Meetings and Events departments to gain valuable hands-on experience of different hotel operations. 
The reception department experience at Hotel Accor has provided invaluable insights into the complexities of managing diverse guest needs. Building upon the skills acquired during placement, I will continue to study and research front office operations theories and refine my approach to guest satisfaction to ensure exceptional guest service in future roles.
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