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 „Guest service is the essence of great hotel management...and is delivered by line workers” (Vallen and Vallen, 2013, p.200).
 Guest services staff are the first people who interact with guests on arrival in the hotel, and that first contact can „make or break” the guest experience. According to LinkedIn (2023) front office is viewed as the heart of hotel operations, and reception staff are considered the face of a hospitality business. They carry a huge responsibility: make guests feel welcome and valued from the moment they step through the door, and help create an excellent guest experience. This can be achieved by the ability of front office staff to deliver accurate information, anticipate guests’ needs, and manage any concerns. Some of the main responsibilities of front office staff are: welcoming and greeting guests, assign rooms, conduct check-ins/outs, manage bookings and guest reservations, provide information about the hotel, its surroundings or facilities, answer guest queries, and try to solve any complaints, give recommendations and offer personalised assistance to meet the needs and preferences of guests. Managing all these duties relies heavily on organisational skills, as Tewan (2009) mentions. 
During my placement in the Front office department the learning objectives are: to learn key responsibilities of Front office manager, learn to operate Property Management System of the hotel to be able to track  and check bookings, attend department meetings to discuss daily issues, occupancy rates, learn how the Front office manager deals with complaints, make purchase requests for items needed in the department activity, respond to online reviews and complaints, staff issues, rotas. The Front office Manager job involves a big responsibility, multitasking and a good collaboration with all departments. Bardi (2010) states that flexibility and interdepartmental cooperation are essential for a hotel to run smoothly. 
I am currently on a University placement at the Novotel Liverpool Central, shadowing managers of different departments for ten weeks. According to ASET (2024) placement experiences enhance and complement the theoretical knowledge, building skills. The purpose of the placement is to learn directly from managers’ experience, how to solve daily issues and guest complaints, manage staff and anything else that might occur on the day. But Gibbs (1998) states it is not enough to experience certain things in order to learn. We must reflect on these experiences, the feelings they created so we can transform them into true lessons. Gibbs’ reflective model (1988) has six distinctive stages: description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion and action plan. This essay will be based on Gibbs model to describe my placement experience. At Novotel, I am lucky to shadow Lee, the Front office manager, who is a knowledgeable and kind person. From the first day he introduced me to all staff members we came across, not only from his department, and I felt welcome and like being part of the team. He explained his daily responsibilities and showed me how he carried them out: checking the daily occupancy (Fig. 1 - departures/arrivals, new check-ins), reading handover notes, check group bookings, conference requirements if existing, check and respond to internal and external guest reviews and complaints, signing off the daily audit and other important documents that need forwarding to the General Manager. I observed Lee, and I saw he has a very good relationship with all his staff members, and staff from other departments. He mainly carries out his work in the office, but does not hesitate to jump in and help out with any situation if receptionists are busy or there is a que at the front desk. I realised that being a good manager means helping your team in order to provide exceptional customer service, and have excellent organisational skills to carry out all duties. I have worked in hospitality before but now I do a different job. Because of this placement I was reminded again how much I enjoyed hospitality, and that I have the right set of skills for this industry. After research and observing reception staff I discovered that working at the front desk requires a particular set of skills such as organisational expertise, attention to detail, active listening, strong communication and problem solving.
 I have also learned that even though they say „the customer is always right” there is also a limit. On one of my placement days, Lee received an email from Accor Customer Care in which a former guest of the Liverpool Hotel has complained about the condition of the room he stayed in, declaring himself completely unhappy. The guest attached some pictures of the faults in the room (cracked walls, broken shower head, dirty carpet) and claimed the room was a hazard for his young child. Together with Front office manager I looked through the Handover notes (Fig.2) for the days that particular guest had stayed in the hotel, and found no mention of him complaining to reception about these issues. Housekeeping staff, who cleaned his room found the broken shower head, and reported to maintenance to be fixed. Our search found out that, not only did the guest not complain, but during his initial stay he extended it with another night, and did not ask to be moved to a different room because the first one was not good enough. Both intial and second bookings were made through third parties, and not directly on the Accor website, and both were made for 2 adults, not one adult and a young child. Lee wrote back to the guest, apologised for the unpleasant experience, but pointed out to him that there was no record of him raising the issues with reception or asking to be moved. Moreover, he renewed his booking, and stayed in the same room. As a gesture of good will, Lee offered the guest a 50% discount on a future two night stay and one free breakfast, if booked within the next 12 months, emailing Front office manager directly. The guest replied, saying he was not happy with this offer, so Lee advised him to contact the third parties he booked through to seek a different resolution. After looking into this complaint, finding all details and discussing with Front office manager, I think his offer to the guest was a reasonable one, even though I believe it was not an honest claim. If I had been the guest and was dissatisfied with the room I was allocated, I would have raised the issue with reception, and asked them if they could change my room or see what other alternative they could offer. But the guest did not do any of this and complained after his stay. That, and the fact he was not happy with the resolution offered by Front office manager made me think that his claim was not genuine, and actually the guest wanted a full refund for his stay. I know how important is to create memorable experiences for guests, keep them happy and valued, but I did learn from this case that some guests can be dishonest and we have to make sure we have all the evidence to back up our decision. At the end of the day, the hotel is a business that needs to make money, and if all claims or refunds would be granted without a thorough investigation, would created massive losses for the hotel. I agreed with Lee’s decision to not offer this guest anything more, but I know each situation is different.
The Front office experience gave me a deeper insight into the daily operation of a full service, medium sized hotel. It highlighted the importance of well trained, knowledgeable and friendly staff, the attention to detail, active listening and decision making skills. I have learned that sometimes, situations are not resolved in favour of the guest, and that can impact hotel reputation by negative reviews. As long as these reviews are answered with a good justification, it proves the hotel is interested in addressing guests concerns and takes responsibility.
Action plan:
· All reception staff must read handover notes when beginning the shift.
· Staff have to note in handover table every incident that needs follow up from managers.
· Front office staff are empowered to find solutions for different situations they come across.
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Appendix
Fig.1 PMS at Novotel Liverpool. Daily occupancy
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Fig.2 Handover notes
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