


"Critically analyse Front Office Department role serving as the heartbeat of the hotel."


 As the black stretch limousine rolled quietly to a stop between the enormous, meticulous pillars of the hotel canopy, ahead stood the grand entrance hall of a magnificently decorated lobby. Walking up, the entrance revealed welcoming words scrolled across the back wall of the lobby reception, buzzing with excitement. Front desk associates multi-tasked enthusiastically, fulfilling various requests. Thus, conveying a message, is the front office department truly the heartbeat of the hotel? 

    The epistemic aim of this essay is to critically analyse, using a phenomenon of an analytical and theoretical framework, the role of the front office department and how it serves as the heartbeat of the hotel. Previous work placement experienced, will be annotated, incapsulating on theoretical knowledge, conceptualise by an analytical framework.

    Although some hospitality sectors argue that the human resource department is the hub of the hotel, the role of the front office department serves as the heartbeat of the hotel, because of the continuous twenty-four (24) hour services provided, enabling ongoing accessibility for guests and other departments. 

According to Rutherford and Fallon (2010), “the role of the front office is ongoing [never stop] in keeping the operation of the hotel alive”. Serving as the heartbeat of the hotel, Media (2010) argues this department never sleeps.  Theoretical research solidifies the continuous role of the department, in providing essential and exceptional services for guests and other departments (Heppell, 2010). However, Gangai and Agrawal (2018) question the negative effect of burnt out, resulting from the high level of multi-tasking and training required by associates.  Nonetheless, previous experience in work placement underpins knowledge, justifying adequate training is paramount in a competitive service industry (UWTSD and Davies, 2019). 

    Front office comprises of several sections compiling the department. The department is generally located at the front of the hotel within the lobby area, entailing a front desk where guests and associates’ interaction start, and are most intense (Rutherford and Fallon, 2010). However, critics state that the transportation service is the hotel's first department welcoming guests (Baum and Odgers, 2001). Conversely, this critique brings into question transportation not provided by the hotel. Instead, transportation is arranged through their travel agents; assisted by bell porters (Ford and Heaton, 2000). 
    Front office departments maintain a bell stand and concierge service as part of the front office. Bell stand consists of porters, located in strategic positions, initially performing welcome services (Rutherford and Fallon, 2010). Besides, the bell stand provides storage for guest luggage, concurrently transporting luggage to rooms. Concierge answer questions asked by guests, gaining significant insight into the property, amenities and safety features.
Furthermore, bell staff are trained in providing services enabling cover of front desk associates with full knowledge of the hotel's property management system (P.M.S.). 

    Additionally, front office associates are crossed trained in housekeeping services, loss prevention and first-aid, allowing flexibility in delivering further services as required (Ford and Heaton, 2000). However, this does not go unchallenged. Das et al, (2014) question
services provided concerning loss prevention, addressing social influence and sensitivity contributing to further distress, if not handled by a specialist team. 

    Front desk associates perform guest services inter-alia. Check-in and check-out of guests are carried out by the front office, alongside effectively managing room inventory.  Front office consists of a diverse nature, enabling mobility and flexibility, ensuring guests share memorable experiences (Bardi, 2012). Also, it is empirical for associates welcoming guests to follow proper hygiene, grooming and attire guidelines (Wheelock, 1994). First impression is advantageous in building confidence in services by the front office department.  Rooms are assigned by the front office by guest request and preference, through experience gained. Adequate skills are administered to address situations where these requests cannot be met, resolving complaints with adverse professionalism (Rutherford and Fallon, 2010). 

Serving as the heartbeat of the hotel, the front office is confronted with departmental complaints and guest conflicts, resulting in sporadic burst of resolutions, being pumped out periodically keeping things under control. The plausible broadness of this theory accounts for the fact that the front office department, applies this epithet, filtering out information across all departments, through regular meetings with the head of departments (HODs) (Baum and Devine, 2007). However, critiques have recently questioned this theory theoretically, because of technological advancements (Boettner, 2017). With emergence in technological innovations, guests are facilitated with apps, making requests or complaints, downsizing the front office to more singular roles. The department is critiqued to be the friendly face of the hotel, processing guests, at times making unnecessary upgrades, negatively affecting revenue per available room (RevPAR) (Boettner, 2017).

    The front office is regularly visited or called on to verify from the number of guests in-house, to wake up call requests (Rutherford and Fallon, 2010). This department is reflected on as having all the answers and solutions. This reflection is generally true, with the department having the most overall knowledge of the hotel, interconnecting with all departments (Baum and Odgers, 2001). Additionally, larger hotels are known to have a specific guest relation section within the front office, attending to guests’ preferences and problems. The logging of guest request enables the hotel to learn from guests' habits. Furthermore, information gathered is used to create a customer retention database, which is effective when hosting repeat guests (Rutherford and Fallon, 2010). 

    The daily level of multi-tasking and expertise across departments, warrants the front office to cover other departmental roles in smaller hotels. Front office has been covering security, housekeeping and room services, in keeping the hotel running effectively (Heppell, 2010).
Nevertheless, the security of the hotel should be taken seriously providing a safe environment for workers and guests, under the health and safety legislation. Critically, this cost-saving method, forces the front office to handle in-depth security issues, occasionally resulting in errors (Hughes and Ferrett, 2016). However, minor security measures are essential, in situations where guests lock keys inside rooms and verification is required for issuing duplicates (Bardi, 2012). The issue over hiring qualified and fully trained security personnel, should not be debatable. In other words, security should be paramount and visible in hotels (Bardi, 2012). This should be included in yearly financial budgets, leaving front office associates handling cash and keys feeling more secure. 

The success of any business reflects on how effectively their finances are handle. Front office is the main point of sale collecting revenue, justifying accounts through night auditing, in preparation for internal audit (Media, 2010). Room rates are verified as part of the check-in process conducted by the front office. Guests are notified of any rate change during their stay, which enables revenue to be adjusted at checkout, avoiding discrepancies. Length of stay is verified during check-in, aiding in managing room inventory more effectively (Rutherford and Fallon, 2010). Arguably, the practice is valuable, especially in circumstances where the hotel is sold out, relying on the P.M.S. to reflect guests due for check out (Media, 2010). This information is shared daily with the housekeeping department, during brief morning meetings (Bardi, 2012). This is quite effective because rooms schedule for check out would have already been sold to other guests. Extension of stay by guests already on the property, or any incorrect oversold rooms occurring, would result in the front office department having to walk guests. In other words, having to find other suitable accommodation for guests, with similar amenities and services nearby (Rutherford and Fallon, 2010). Conversely, these situations truly test the customer service skills of the front office, in their experience and training when dealing with disgruntled guests having high expectations of staying on property. Therefore, the importance of front office management to have measures in place for associates to offer gesture of goodwill, is always recommended. 

    Front office has the magnanimous responsibility of authorising guests credit cards, enabling payments to be made for services when using some amenities throughout the hotel. Hence, guests are guaranteed additional satisfaction moving around freely, without the burden of carrying cash (Bardi, 2012). P.M.S. notifies the front office through night auditing conducted, of guests exceeding the amount authorised. Guests without sufficient authorisation appears on a credit limit exceed report, regularly conducted by the front office department. Rutherford and Fallon, (2010) expands on the autonomous responsibility of the front office notifying these guests. Subsequently, failure in contacting guests can result in guests being locked out of rooms, forcing them to contact the front desk. However, this method prevents the hotel from losing valuable revenue (Media, 2010). 

    Front office is equipped in detecting fraudulent payment offers, resulting from stolen credit cards and counterfeit cash, deterring loss in revenue. The department deposits cash the hotel collects, through glory machines for example (Rutherford and Fallon, 2010). Measures are implemented allowing guests express and ease at checking out from the front desk. Additionally, some hotels facilitate checkouts in-room via tv screens. However, circumstances require guests to settle bills at the front office where insufficient funds are lacking, verifying charges and confirming method of payment on their accounts (Media, 2010). 

    The front office finally thanks guests for their stay sometimes offering departure bags. Bell porters if available, assist with luggage and transportation. 

In conclusion, the front office department serves as the heartbeat of the hotel by carrying out essential roles, enabling the continuous operation of the hotel. Critical analysis of the front office department researched, clearly shows adept ability in multi-tasking and operational skills within a competitive service industry. As a result, the front office department continues to operate with great functionality and would harm hotels attempting to operate without the department. 
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