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During my 10-week Level 6 placement, I worked in the Front Desk (Reception) department at IBIS Red - Barking. The Front Desk is the first point of contact for all guests, thus one of the most important departments within the hotel. It handles guest arrivals and departures, takes reservations, provides concierge services, resolves complaints, and coordinates with other departments to provide smooth guest experiences. As the focal point of guest contact, it is critical to maintain service standards and operational efficiency.
I had initially anticipated working within both the Kitchen and Front Desk departments, but the university subsequently assigned me to work at Reception. Through the specialisation, I was able to develop in-depth knowledge of hotel administration from a guest service and operating perspective.
Before the start of my placement, I outlined three learning objectives:
· Enhance good communication and interpersonal skills to propel guest satisfaction.
· Acquire hands-on experience with administrative systems used in hotel operations, namely Property Management Systems (PMS).
· Understand the significance of leadership and teamwork to ensure smooth front-office operations.
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In reflecting upon my experience, I have used Gibbs' Reflective Cycle (1988), which includes Description, Feelings, Evaluation, Analysis, Conclusion, and Action Plan. This has enabled me to critically assess my experiences and identify areas for improvement.
Description and Feelings:
My duties as a Front Desk Assistant included processing guest check-in and check-out procedures, responding to telephone and email enquiries, making bookings, accepting payments, and resolving guest complaints. I was also required to update the Opera PMS system, arrange housekeeping, and print reports for management review (ASET, 2013). In the initial stages, I was nervous about attending to real guests, fearing that I might make mistakes that would affect their stay.
Evaluation:
Over time, I became more confident in my communication, ability to work under pressure, and multitasking. I realised that effective guest interaction is about listening, empathy, and timely problem-solving. Delegation of work based on the strengths of the team, in a hospitable environment where junior staff felt free to learn without criticism, was one of the leadership skills I observed.
Front office supervisory roles have a direct impact on the efficiency of operations. Leadership and communication allow for a team environment that enables issues to be resolved more quickly and guest satisfaction to be maximised (Bardi, 2010). For example, when there was peak hour for check-ins, I saw how the supervisor managed the staff by allocating tasks—some handled keys, others handled luggage, while I checked identification and reserved status. This coordination minimised waiting times and bottlenecking.
Technical skills were also handy. I learned how to operate Opera PMS and produce daily arrival and departure reports. Knowing the program allowed me to handle guest requests and changes in booking efficiently (Casado, 2012). One of the issues that I had, however, was when there would be a system update which caused sporadic downtime. I had to manually log check-ins using paper reports and coordinate with IT to resolve issues—this tested my flexibility and reinforced the importance of contingency planning.
Real Examples
Overbooking Incident: One evening, there was an overbooking. I had to approach an angry guest who had a reserved room but could not be accommodated. I remained sympathetic to the guest, offered free drinks, and called a neighbouring IBIS hotel to arrange alternative accommodation and transportation. My own calmness and problem-solving approach turned a potential reputation-busting incident into a positive guest experience.
Late Check-in for VIP Guest: A late check-in VIP guest, and the prebooked room had technical issues with the door lock. I immediately liaised with maintenance and housekeeping, rectified the system, and had the guest escorted to a higher-class room. This was effective decision-making and coordination under pressure.
Strengths and Weaknesses
Strengths:
Excellent verbal communication and customer service skills
Skills in learning and quickly adjusting to new administrative systems
Professionalism and composure in times of high stress
Weaknesses:
Initial hesitation to handle conflicts alone
Poor skills in money matters activities (e.g., invoice reconciliations)
Action Plan:
· Enrol in a customer service course to fine-tune conflict handling skills
· Ask for shadowing sessions in the finance department to acquire billing and reconciliation tasks
· Boost system fluency with Opera PMS through simulated practice software.
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One key issue I observed during my placement was training inadequacies, particularly for new staff. This is directly linked to the Level 5 module: Personnel Resourcing & Development. Effective training is essential for maintaining service standards and staff confidence.
Several new hires joined during my placement period, yet many received minimal training, mostly shadowing existing staff for two days before being assigned responsibilities. This led to inconsistent service delivery, slower check-ins, and increased pressure on experienced staff. Structured training programs enhance employee performance and retention. In contrast, unstructured onboarding can lead to frustration and errors (Haag, 2013).
Moreover, emphasise that effective hotel administration requires continuous professional development. Staff must be familiar with software updates, safety procedures, and brand standards. However, training at IBIS Barking was often reactive rather than proactive.
This experience aligns with my academic learning, where I explored the benefits of needs-based training assessments. One assignment in the Personnel Resourcing and Development module focused on designing a training matrix aligned with operational goals. If IBIS Barking implemented such a matrix, training could be tailored to individual roles and competencies (Rutherford, 2010).
Critically, I observed that inadequate training also affected team morale. New employees often hesitated to ask questions, fearing judgment. A positive learning environment, as highlighted, enhances team cohesion and service quality (Williams and Caley, 2020). Implementing regular training sessions, role-play scenarios, and software tutorials would reduce operational inefficiencies and foster a culture of continuous improvement.
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Hotel management is also experiencing tremendous change as a result of changing technology and client needs. One of the main future trends to affect front office operations is the greater implementation of AI in hotel operations.
Chatbots, virtual assistants, and AI-powered PMS systems are being used more and more to automate processes. AI can automate routine processes such as confirmation of bookings, feedback collection, and billing and allow staff members to focus on high-value guest interactions (Raghubalan, 2009).
There were early signs of comparable uptake at IBIS Barking. The hotel was testing a new AI-based customer feedback system that analysed guest reviews and automatically flagged repeated issues to managers. In beta testing, it demonstrated how data-driven decision-making can be supported by AI (Wood, 2013).
However, based on my experience, I believe that complete reliance on AI can lose its human touch, especially in guest-facing roles. A guest who lodged a complaint over an error in room allocation was dissatisfied with the automated replies of the chatbot but appreciated my human empathy for the issue and how it was resolved. This illustrates findings that emotional intelligence cannot be substituted in hospitality service (Ismail, 2012).
My task has again reinforced the view that future front-of-house operations will be a blend: employing AI for efficiency, but with human interaction to guarantee guest satisfaction. It is essential to get insight into AI trends, but no less important is to train employees to use these technologies, not supersede them (Sutcliff, 2010).
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My time at IBIS Red Barking has been an eye-opening learning experience. I was able to achieve two of my three learning objectives: I enhanced my communication skills and learned how to use Opera PMS practically. While I made progress in gaining knowledge in leadership and teamwork, I need to build confidence in managing finances and conflict issues.
Gibbs' model of reflection helped me identify key strengths and development areas. I was fully aware of how leadership, training, and technology impact front-office operations. Reflective consideration of training as an administrative issue revealed theory-practice mismatches and emphasized the importance of systematic development plans.
In the future, I welcome the fact that hotel management will be driven by reconciling technological advancement with human-focused service. This placement, in addition to enhancing my practical experience, has also encouraged me to continue developing professionally and adapting to the evolving hospitality environment.
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