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During my 10-week placement at the Leonardo Hotel East Midlands Airport, I was assigned to the housekeeping department, which plays a vital role in maintaining cleanliness and presentation across the hotel. At this particular property, the housekeeping team is responsible for cleaning guest rooms, refreshing amenities, managing laundry supplies, and adhering to health and safety standards. My three key learning objectives for this placement were to understand the operational routines of a busy housekeeping department, to observe the key skills involved at supervisory and management levels, and to improve my communication and teamwork abilities, especially within a multilingual and culturally diverse team.
Using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (Gibbs, 1988) as a framework, I was able to reflect critically on my experiences and development during the placement. My role primarily involved shadowing both housekeepers and supervisors while occasionally supporting tasks such as room preparation and linen management. I closely observed how supervisors coordinated the team and addressed operational challenges. Their responsibilities included scheduling staff with varied shift patterns, delegating daily room assignments, inspecting cleaned rooms, and ensuring communication ran smoothly within a multilingual team. These duties demanded effective leadership, adaptability, and cultural sensitivity; qualities identified by Mullins (2019) as essential in service-based industries like hospitality. Communication was especially vital due to language differences among staff, many of whom did not speak English fluently. One supervisor, for example, effectively used translation apps and non-verbal cues to communicate with Polish-speaking team members. This demonstrated intercultural competence and inclusive communication, which are crucial in enhancing team cohesion and guest service outcomes (Koc, 2020).
An example of effective leadership occurred during a sudden linen shortage caused by delayed deliveries. Instead of letting this disrupt operations, managers coordinated with other departments, authorised overtime for all staff, and used single duvet covers temporarily. This quick, collaborative response demonstrated situational leadership, adapting decisions based on urgency (Hersey and Blanchard, 1982) whilst their calmness under pressure, clear delegation, and focus on guest satisfaction reflected transformational leadership principles, motivating staff and maintaining operational flow (Bass & Riggio, 2006).
I also witnessed ineffective leadership when I shadowed a housekeeper who already behind schedule, was then tasked with training me. She was visibly stressed and struggled to explain procedures due to limited English. Supervisors did not provide extra time or support, causing her to become overwhelmed and reducing the effectiveness of my learning experience. This situation showed poor delegation and an overemphasis on task completion at the expense of employee wellbeing, typical of transactional leadership (Burns, 1978). The lack of supervisory empathy and support highlighted a gap in emotional intelligence, which is critical for managing diverse, high-pressure teams (Goleman, 1998). This emphasised to me the need for leaders to show empathy and plan proactively to help support staff effectively.
Reflecting on these experiences, I identified key personal strengths and areas for growth. I demonstrated adaptability by adjusting to new tasks and environments, along with strong attention to detail in maintaining cleanliness and supporting room preparation. My willingness to help others reflected a collaborative mindset. However, I also recognised challenges, particularly with assertive communication during high-pressure situations, especially when instructions were unclear. I also lacked confidence in using hospitality-specific terminology, which occasionally affected my ability to understand staff. To improve professionally, I plan to expand my industry vocabulary, observe effective leadership styles, and gradually take on small leadership responsibilities in future roles. Additionally, learning basic phrases in another commonly spoken language will help me communicate more effectively in multicultural teams and reduce dependence on translation tools.
From a management perspective, leadership style clearly influenced staff motivation and productivity in the housekeeping team. Supervisors combined transformational leadership, for example offering praise and rewards like allowing staff to finish early if all assigned rooms were cleaned ahead of schedule, with transactional leadership by closely monitoring cleaning standards and giving corrective feedback to maintain brand compliance. This reflects the Management and Organisational Behaviour Level 5 module, where Mullins (2019) emphasises that effective leadership in hospitality depends on being flexible and adapting to the needs of the team and the task at hand. At Leonardo Hotel, this combination of leadership styles worked well in the fast-paced environment by maintaining consistent standards while motivating the team. Whilst my previous hotel placement had a more rigid and hierarchical leadership style, where the duty manager stayed in the office for most of the day, here the approach was more collaborative with the duty manager available to all departments throughout the day.
Health and safety compliance was another area that stood out during my placement. Staff were trained to use personal protective equipment (PPE), including gloves and masks, particularly when handling strong cleaning agents. On one occasion, a housekeeper accidentally used a more concentrated chemical (Mouldex) without being aware of its potential risks. The room had to be ventilated, and further cleaning was done under supervision. This incident reinforced the importance of proper training, signage, and clear instructions regarding chemical usage, consistent with COSHH regulations and industry best practice (Health and Safety Executive, 2023). Supervisors handled the situation promptly and used it as a learning opportunity, reminding all staff of protocols. 
The organisational culture at Leonardo Hotel strongly emphasised teamwork and support within a diverse team. Staff from various nationalities, including Polish, Romanian, and Chinese, worked together despite language barriers. Supervisors made efforts to be inclusive, using translation tools and visual aids to ensure all team members could contribute effectively. Although some staff tended to form groups based on language, overall performance was not affected due to the inclusive culture. Incentives like hotel points, positive feedback, and team-building efforts such as all housekeeping employees taking their lunch break together, helped boost morale and encourage collaboration. This experience aligned with what I learned in the Foreign Languages and Cultural Awareness module, where Grobelna (2015) highlighted that understanding cultural differences enables employees to work together more effectively and deliver higher quality service. The team’s diversity was treated as a strength rather than a challenge, which contributed to high service standards.
A significant part of my placement involved understanding how guest expectations are managed and exceeded, with housekeeping playing a key role in ensuring rooms were clean, well-stocked, and helping the team tailor guest service. For example, a supervisor arranged a quiet top-floor room with early check-in for a pilot and followed up for feedback. As Singgalen (2024) notes, cleanliness, comfort, and service quality are vital for guest satisfaction. At Leonardo Hotel, meeting these standards relied on strong teamwork between housekeeping and the front desk, clear communication, and a strong service culture. Whilst not a five-star hotel, the hotel delivers consistent, reliable service that meets customer needs and supports its rapid growth in Europe (Leonardohotels.co.uk, 2024).
One notable issue that affected guest service during my placement was the recurring delay in bedding supply. The hotel had attempted to mitigate the problem by ordering more linen, but delivery backlogs still caused occasional room preparation delays. This was particularly challenging on high-occupancy days or during back-to-back bookings, risking guest dissatisfaction and increasing staff overtime. To improve this, I propose a three-step improvement plan. First, implementing real-time digital inventory tracking would allow supervisors to monitor linen usage and predict shortages more accurately. Second, developing stronger supplier partnerships with more frequent delivery schedules or backup options would reduce risk. Third, flexible staffing through cross-training would ensure quick responses during linen shortages. These recommendations align with operational best practices in supply chain management and resource planning (Jones & Lockwood, 2002) and would likely enhance both guest satisfaction and staff efficiency.
Reflecting on this placement experience, I gained a deeper understanding of the dynamics within the housekeeping department, the importance of leadership and teamwork, and how daily operations affect both guest satisfaction and staff performance. I achieved my initial learning objectives by observing real-world management practices, improving my communication in a multilingual setting, and learning the intricacies of operational planning. This placement has also helped me set clearer goals for my professional development, especially in improving my leadership and communication skills for future roles in guest services.
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