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The Student Learning Log - Front Office Department Placement
Introduction
As part of the final level 6 term for the International Hotel Management course, students are currently on placement at the Swansea Marriott hotel, located in Wales. The placement is taking place from May to July, 2022. The aim of the placement is to gain valuable work experience in various hotel departments, and to further develop the supervisory/managerial skills necessary for a future career in Hotel Management. 
I have just completed my two-week rotation in the Front Office department of the Swansea Marriott, and will apply the ‘Gibbs Reflective Cycle (1988)’ model to examine and explore my experiences. The model consists of six stages: description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion and action plan.
Overall Placement Review
Overall, the placement in the Swansea Marriott’s Front Office department provided me with an excellent insight into FO operations and the supervisory/managerial skills which are required for a career in Hotel Management. I was able to achieve the ‘placement aims/outcomes’ and my personal learning outcomes by being able to operate Marriott’s ‘Property Management System’ (PMS) ‘Opera’, shadowing my shift supervisor in their daily tasks, and understanding their various roles and responsibilities, and how they differ to that of an associate.  I look forward to further developing my administrative and supervisory skills after my FO rotation in my ‘Commercial Management Trainee’ job in the Hilton Graduate Scheme.
Description
During my first shift in the Front Office department there was an issue with the Swansea Marriott’s ‘Property Management System’ (PMS) ‘Opera’. Although the entire system was not completely down, the functions were severely limited. My supervisor called Marriott’s support hotline to solve the issue, but due to skeleton staff on the weekends, the problem could not be resolved. The two other associates had recently experienced similar issues with Opera, so they prepared as well as they could before guests arrived that morning. Opera plays an integral role in the hotel, as it coordinates the front desk operations, housekeeping, sales and more. Hence, due to Opera not being able to perform all of its vital functions, problems began to occur.
Firstly, the ‘Housekeeping Report’ was not up-to-date, meaning dirty rooms were marked as clean, and vice versa. We called Housekeeping (HSK) directly to manually update the list. Secondly, guests checking-in/out were not able to pay using the card machine. Instead, we had to type in their card information manually. Some guests were reluctant in handing over their card details. Lastly, during check-out, one couple complained about feeling discriminated against, as they did not receive any complementary water in their room. Apparently, the associate which they complained to a few days ago offered them a discount, which was put in the ‘guest comment’ section. However, due to Opera’s issues that day, we could not access the comment. Nonetheless, the guest received a discount.
Feelings
At first, I felt confident and prepared, as I had worked at the hotel for around a year, and learned about ‘guest services’ and the ‘Hotelier’ PMS in level 4. Moreover, I was eager to learn about FO operations and its connection to Sales/HR, in preparation for my ‘Hilton Graduate’ job. However, it was overwhelming having to handle the aforementioned issues on my very first shift. I felt frustrated when guests refused to hand over their card details, although I did understand their hesitation. The couple who complained were quite harsh, making me feel uncomfortable. Overall, I felt happy that as a team, everyone worked through the problems harmoniously.

Evaluation
The teamwork and communication amongst the FO staff were really good, as well as the collaboration and coordination with the other departments, such as Housekeeping. Moreover, the friendly working environment made me feel welcomed and comfortable, which in turn, helped to solve the Opera issues most effectively. There was, however, a lengthy discussion with one guest in particular who refused to hand over their card details, which caused other guests to have to wait longer. Thus, we asked the FO staff in the back to help out with the check-ins/outs in the front. Furthermore, the couple who complained made a big scene in the hotel lobby by shouting and insulting the staff members, so the supervisor was quickly called who helped to resolve the matter before more unwanted attention was drawn.
Analysis
In my opinion, the reason why the aforementioned problems were handled and solved so efficiently, was because the supervisor effectively divided the tasks according to the staff’s strengths. The associate who had previous experience in Housekeeping handled the ‘Housekeeping Report’ issue, the associate with extensive FO experience and knowledge on Opera handled the credit card machine issue, and the supervisor took over the guest couple’s complaint. Shadowing the supervisor and the associates solving these issues allowed me to understand how I can too, in the future as a Hotel Manager, effectively manage failures in administrative systems, whilst remaining professionally under pressure. Moreover, as I had previous experience with the PMS 'Hotelier’ from level 4, I was able to quickly grasp the workings of Opera, and could therefore be quite helpful and assist the supervisor/associates with the guests.
The problem, however, was that Opera had an external server issue which could not be fixed by any hotel staff. There was no IT specialist to call, so we had to rely on Marriott’s 24/7 help hotline. This hotline, unfortunately, connected us to overseas workers, resulting in communication and language barriers. Moreover, the weekend staff were untrained (potentially due to the pandemic) and were unable to fix the Opera issues. Another problem which could have been avoided with better communication is the guest couple’s complaint. During the handover, the PM supervisor did not inform the AM supervisor about the discount which the guest couple should have received during check-out. A lost opportunity was that the FO staff could have, as an apology, provided the couple with a meal/drink voucher for their next stay at the hotel, which could have prevented their negative online hotel review.
According to Belbin’s (2010) nine team roles, each person has a specific role within a team, with certain strengths and weaknesses. Although Belbin’s concept was not directly applied, the FO supervisor did utilise staff’s different strengths to effectively solve the issues imposed by Opera’s system failures.
Conclusion
From having completed my placement at the Swansea Marriott’s FO department, I learned how to correctly use the PMS ‘Opera’, how to effectively and professionally handle guest complaints and when to call for a supervisor. Moreover, I learned about the importance of communication between the FO and other hotel departments (e.g. Housekeeping, Sales, F&B), in order to provide seamless guest experiences. The skills which I want to continue to develop for my future career in Hotel Management are: leadership, communication and multitasking.
Action Plan
In the future, as a Hotel Manager, I would like to improve the communication between day and night shift supervisors (HSE, 2022), by allocating 10 minutes for handover time. This will allow them enough time to discuss important guest related concerns. As I have learned, this step is crucial when the hotel’s PMS is not working correctly. 
Furthermore, as future Hotel Manager, I would create and upload a shared Excel document (e.g. on Google Drive), which FO and HSK staff can access and update simultaneously, in case the hotel’s PMS is down.
Moreover, depending on the hotel’s budget, I would also ensure that an IT specialist with PMS experience is available to contact on weekends for emergencies.
If my future Hotel Management position is, for instance, at the Marriott Headquarters, I would also implement additional staff training for the weekend workers at the Marriott help hotline, so that they can provide better support.
Lastly, I will continue to develop and refine my Hotel Management skills at my future Hilton Graduate job, where I will also gain more confidence and knowledge in operating hotel PMSs.


Reference List
Belbin, R.M. (2010) Team Roles at Work. 2nd edn. Oxford: Butterworth-Heinemann.
Gibbs, G. (1988). Learning by Doing: A Guide to Teaching and Learning Methods.  London: Further Education Unit.
HSE (2022) Human Factors: Shift Handover. Available at: https://www.hse.gov.uk/humanfactors/topics/shift-handover.htm (Accessed: 22 May 2022).





1
