FRONT OFFICE OPERATIONS
Why guests might behave differently when faced with hotel’s products and services? The answer to this question lies in comparing guest expectations from one hand and hotel’s products and services offered from the other. To illustrate, consider the following:
Let E denote what the guest’s level of Expectation. Moreover, let  O denote the products and services a hotel Offers. When comparing  E with O, 3 scenarios emerge as follows:

· O < W → Guest dissatisfaction.
· O = W → Guest satisfaction.
· O > W → Guest delight.
Hotels shall strive continuously to offer products and services that well exceed guest expectations. This way, guests won’t try the hotel for one time only. Instead, they’ll be willing to come back again and again because they left, in their last stay with positive impressions. Therefore, the ultimate aim of each hotel by creating guest delight is to generate more and more repeat business. For, repeat business has enormous advantages to hotels such as:
· Good word of mouth.
· Free of charge advertisement.
· Loyal customers.
· Easy to convince customers when negotiating room types / prices...
· A valuable source that helps to solve some of hotel’s problems (ex. Overbooking).

Hence, we can conclude the following:

1. If the hotel offers products and services that exceed expectations, guest delight will occur.

2. Delighted guests will be repeat guests.

3. Repeat guests create the guest cycle.

I- The guest cycle:

The guest cycle describes the activities that each guest passes by from the moment he/she calls to communicate a reservation inquiry till he/she departs from the hotel. In fact, the guest cycle encompasses 4 different stages as shown in the following diagram:


The above diagram is not a rigid pattern as activities and functions tend to overlap between stages. That’s why; some hotels have revised the traditional guest cycle as to include a sequence of: pre-sale, point-of-sale, and post-sale evens.
Each stage of the guest cycle is associated guest service, and guest accounting activity (ies) as depicted in the following table:
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Below is a description of the activities undertaken at each stage of the guest cycle:

1. Pre-arrival: 
Potential guest’s choice for a specific hotel is affected by different variables. Some of them are as follows:

· Travel reason (Business / leısure / convenience …).

· Previous experience with a specific hotel.

· Advertisements

· Promotions

· Company’s travel agency.
· Recommendations from travel agents, friends or business associates.

· Hotel’s location and reputation.

· Frequent traveler rewards programs.

· Preconceptions based upon the hotel’s name or chain affiliation.

· Ease of making reservation.

· How the hotel’s reservations agent / website describes the hotel ad its facilities.

· Room rates.

· Amenities.

As seen above, we can conclude that reservations agents (along with other hotel staff) shall be sales-oriented and present a positive, strong image of the hotel. In fact, his/her attitude, efficiency and knowledge may influence a caller’s decision to stay at a particular hotel. 

If reservation request (potential guest’s needs as far as future accommodation is concerned) matches room availability (i.e. what the hotel can still offer in terms of room type, rate, location, view, specificities…), then reservation agent must create a reservation Record. Doing this initiates the hotel guest cycle. Moreover, reservation records help personalize guest services and appropriately schedule needed staff and facilities. Later, reservation clerk shall confirm (verbally and in written, if possible) the reservation. His way, the hotel verifies potential guest’s room request and personal information, and assures the potential guest that his or her accommodation needs will be taken into account. Finally, the reservation department should complete all the pre-registration activities and prepare electronic guest folios (applicable only for automated systems). Doing so will eventually maximize room sales by accurately monitoring room availability and forecasting room revenues

2. Arrival:

At the arrival stage, registration and rooming functions takes place and the hotel establishes a business relation-ship with the guest. If the guest arrives by his/her private automobile, taxi or shuttle bus, the hotel entrance will be often the first place where he/she interacts with hotel employees. This certainly make the work of door attendants very sensitive and vital in creating a positive first impression. When guests approach the front desk, they will be asked by check-in clerks to spell out their reservation status (i.e. whether they were pre-registered guests versus walk-ins). Later, guest shall check pre-registration record / fill a registration record and eventually sign it. A typical registration record (i.e. accumulation of personal and financial data of a registered guest) includes the following items:
Personal information:

· Name and Surname of the guest along with billing address, telephone number, and any other coordinates.
· Passport number, birth certificate, and/or driving license number (whatever applicable).
· Any special needs or requests.
· Guest Signature.
Financial information:

· Date of arrival.
· Expected date of departure or length of stay depending on how the system in the hotel is designed.
· Assigned room number.
· Assigned room type and rate.
· Guest's intended method of payment

Hotels use registration records for various purposes such as to:

· Satisfy guest needs.
· Forecast room occupancies.
· Settle properly guest accounts.
· Establish guest history records at check-out [accumulation of personal & financial information about departed guests].
· Assign a room type and a room rate for each guest.
· Determine long-run availability [i.e. reservation information] versus short-run availability [i.e. room status].
· Satisfy special categories of guests such as disabled people through barrier-free designs

3. Occupancy:

In order to create guest delight/satisfaction, front office staff shall coordinate guest services in a timely and accurate manner. Moreover, front office employees shall encourage repeat guests by paying a great attention to guest complaints. This is ensured by placing complaint and/or suggestion cards in every public place and revenue centers in the hotel. In addition, the hotel shall, at least on a daily basis, collect comment cards, proceed with their analysis, and provide positive feedback to guest as soon as possible. Security wise, hotels shall design effective procedures in order to protect the funds and valuables of guests. This might be ensured through guest key control, property surveillance, and safe deposit boxes as well as well-designed emergency panels and exits…Accounting wise, since hotels are responsible for posting guest charges and payments [i.e. post room rates, F&B charges, additional expenses, and taxes…] to various guest folios and master folios, front office staff shall continuously check for any deviations from the house limit (i.e. maximum limit on the amount that guests can charge to their accounts without need for partial settlement), and take corrective measures as to change the status of the guest to Paid-in-advance. Finally, front office clerks shall periodically review account balances for accuracy and completeness. Under automated systems, this function is conducted automatically whereas, in other recordkeeping systems, night auditors are responsible for such a task. Regardless of who handles this very responsibility, the latter occurs at night as transaction volumes tend to be lower then, and most transactions occur earlier in the day.
At the audit, the following activities occur:

· Posting room charges (i.e. room rates + room taxes) to guest accounts.

· Verification of account postings.

· Monitoring accounts and credit limits.

· Identification and correction of discrepancies in room status.

· Producing operational reports to key managers in the hotel.
4. Departure:

At this stage, guests shall be walked out form the hotel. Moreover, front office clerks shall create guest history records / files. Finally, cashiers shall settle guest account outstanding balances [i.e.: balance the Guest account to 0]. In general, a proper checkout occurs when:

1. The guest vacates the room.
2. The hotel receive an accurate settlement of the guest account.
3. The guest returns room keys (if they are traditional keys or magnetic key cards that have to be returned back).
4. The guest leaves the hotel.
At departure, front office staff shall determine whether the departing guest is satisfied with his/her stay as well as encourage him/her to consider returning to the hotel on any future date. Satisfied guests will end up with a positive impression about the hotel. This will be reflected in them not only coming back to the hotel (i.e. manage to create the guest cycle and make it start from where it ends) but also influence their surroundings / acquaintances by dispersing good word of mouth which means more potential business.
Equally, at departure, hotels shall create guest history files. Those very files benefit the hotel for various purposes such as:

· Better understand hotel’s clientele and hence serve them better by satisfying not only the standard needs but also specific needs of guests (guest delight).
· Provide a solid base for strategic marketing.
· Communicate promotion campaigns as well as advertise its existing services or added services at no cost.

· Create a mailing list that can use to send special cards to departed guests celebrating important days in their lives (ex. birthdays, wedding ceremonies…).
Lastly, if at departure, guest accounts are not fully settled, then late charges accumulate. In such an undesirable case, the responsibility of collection lies within the accounting department, however the front office department shall provide all necessary types of information to make this collection easier, quicker, and feasible.

II- Front Office Systems:

Before the 1970's, Technology in the front office was almost inexistent. The semi-automated operations through the early 1970's laid much of the groundwork for the development of automated operations in the 1980s. With the introduction of computers, hotels shifted to semi-automated systems. Nowadays, most of the five-star hotels operate under the fully automated system. Below is a brief description of the three different systems under which hotels might operate.

1. Non-automated [manual] systems: This very system is the one characterized by the sole usage of hands. In fact, all formats, procedures, and different kinds of calculations are done manually.

2. Semi-automated [Electro-mechanical] systems: This system gets use of some Electro-mechanical equipment. In fact, under the semi-automated system, each department might have its own computer system under which it handles all its operations.

3. Fully automated [computer based] systems: That's the best system ever used in the hotel industry. In fact, it is characterized by the excessive use of departmental software package programs integrated and connected to a main frame or terminal situated at the front office department.

1. Guest Cycle under Fully-automated System:

It is important to note here that computer systems designed for use in the hospitality industry were at first not considered viable or affordable. In fact, those systems tended to be expensive, making them attractive to only largest hotel properties. As time passed by, systems became less expensive, more compact, and easier to operate (user-friendly). Nowadays, the development of versatile portable and wireless devices enabled system vendors to approach all classes of lodging properties.
A- Pre-arrival activities:

The reservation department is equipped with a software package interfaced and connected with one or more central reservation office(s) or distribution network(s). This permits hotels to automatically quote rates and reserve rooms. Moreover, the reservation department can automatically generate e-mail confirmations, produce requests for guest deposits, handle pre-registration activities, establish the credit status (if credit card, debit card or smart card is provided at reservation) of the potential guest and generate daily expected arrival lists, occupancy, revenue forecast lists as well as other auxiliary reports.
B- Arrival activities:

Guest information collected during the reservation process is automatically transferred as a reservation record to the property management system’s front office software. Front office clerk shall enter similar guest information for walk-ins. Later, computer-generated registration card shall be presented for verification and signature. Moreover, in such systems, hotels have on-line payment authorization terminals for timely Credit Card Approval and payment. In addition, since registration data is electronically stored, it can be retrieved whenever needed making the use of room racks redundant. Lastly, all guest charges and payments are maintained and accessed electronically.

Some properties (large convention hotels, clubs, holiday villages), nowadays, offer self-check-in / check-out terminals in the hotel’s lobby are, onboard a shuttle van, or via mobile devices. When using such terminals:
· Guest shall insert credit card, debit card, frequent traveler card, or smart card into the machine.

· The machine reads the encoded card data and communicates with the Property Management System (PMS).

· PMS locates the guest’s reservation and returns the information back to the terminal.

· Guest is asked to verify information conveyed at reservation and correct it if needed.

· PMS assigns an available room and may provide a walking map to the room along with a downloadable guestroom door-lock code or guestroom key.
C- Occupancy activities:
Hotel’s property management system typically includes work stations and related devices located throughout the hotel facility. These devices may include:

· Point-of-sale (POS) terminals.

· Data workstations.

· Smart identification tags.

· Handheld units.

· Pagers…

As guests purchases at different revenue outlets are electronically transferred and posted to the property management system, appropriate guest accounts are automatically updated. This way, instantaneous postings, simultaneous guest account and departmental entries as well as continuous trial balance is possible. Therefore, front office staff will have more time for reviewing rather than focusing on data entry and balancing guest accounts.
D- Departure activities:

Hotels hand in departed guests a printed version of their electronic folios for verification and signature. Depending on the method payment, the system may automatically post the transactions to appropriate back office accounts. Moreover, system automatically produce bills and create electronic guest history files.

III- Front Office Documents:

At different stages of the guest cycle, different documents / forms are used. Below are some of these:

1. Pre-arrival documents:

a) Reservation file.
b) Letter of confirmation / Confirmation e-mail.
2. Arrival documents:

a) Registration record / file.
3. Occupancy documents:

a) Guest / master folio (multi-copies).
b) Voucher (support document detailing facts of a transaction, yet does not replace the source document (i.e. the invoice). Examples of vouchers might include charge vouchers, allowance vouchers, transfer vouchers, paid-out voucher, and correction vouchers…).
4. Departure documents:

a) Payment card vouchers.
b) Cash vouchers.
c) Personal check vouchers.
d) Transfer vouchers.
e) Guest history record / file.
IV- The Front Desk:

It is the place where guests register, request information and services, relate complaints, settle accounts, and check out. It is usually located in the lobby area with dimensions that vary according to the design of the desk area, the duties performed and the size of the lobby.

1. Functional Organization:

Whatsoever system and setting the hotel might use, it should reflect easy access to the equipment, forms, and supplies necessary. However, as lines of responsibility overlap among front desk personnel, largely because of cross-training and automation, more front desks are being designed with position flexibility in mind.
2. Design Alternatives:

While designing front desks, it is important to consider the aesthetical dimension. For instance, there is general agreement that traditional mail, messages and other materials shall be stored in drawers or slots located under or away from the front desk, thereby making the front desk area appear more streamlined (as well as secure and safe).

Some hotels have circular or semi-circular front desk structures that provide an effective service to more guests at a time and appear more modern and innovative but since guests can approach the front desk from all angles, more staff is needed. Other hotels use traditional straight desks needing fewer staff, but serving fewer guests at a same time. Moreover, some hotels may have no front desk at all (deskless environment). For example, a hostess, or steward welcomes the guest, seats him / her in the lobby, and conduct registration activities while, the guest is having a cocktail or a drink. Lastly, some hotels might use self-check-in terminals in combination with a small reception desk for those guests who are unconformable using technology or who may have questions.
3. Accessibility:

Public areas and accommodations in new and renovated lodging properties have to be barrier-free, including front desk areas. This implies that hotels shall make architectural and physical changes given the company’s size and financial resources.
4. Point-of-Sale System:

In some hotels, the front desk also serves as a place where guests can purchase items they may need while travelling. A front desk point of sale terminal is used to record cash transactions and maintain cash balances for front desk sales not associated with the guest cycle (ex. Newspapers, personal grooming, sundries…). Moreover, in some limited-service hotels, hotel may offer a variety of items that guests can purchase (ex. Sandwiches, canned food items, breakfast foods, toiletries and snacks). At the front desk, those very items may be paid in full or posted to guests’ folios via the front desk POS terminal, which is interfaced with hotels Property Management System (PMS).
POS systems typically record the:

· Amount of the transaction.

· Description of the transaction.

· Affected department(s).

· Type of transaction.

· Identity of the cashier.

· Amount presented.

· Method of payment.
5. Support Devices:

The front office may possess various pieces of automated and manual support equipment to help simplify the complex and heavy procedures with logical information handling and adequate storage capacity for data and files. Some of those support devices are as follows.

· Electronic payment reader: used to capture the account type and number, expiration date, and select additional information assigned to the account.

· Debit / Credit / Smart card readers.

· Security monitors: used to allow front office management or security personnel to monitor certain areas of the hotel from a central location.

V- Telecommunications:
To ensure an efficient and effective telecommunications system, hotels must be able to support a wide range of telephone traffic with adequate technology. During guests stay, they may be engaged indifferent types of calls such as:
· Local calls.

· Direct-dial long-distance calls.

· Pre-payment card calls.

· Collect calls.

· Third-party calls.

· Person-to-person calls.

· Billed-to-room calls.

· International calls.

· Toll-free calls.

· 900 or premium-price calls.

· Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP) calls.

While all above types of call can be conducted without operator’s assistance, guests sometimes do ask front office staff for assistance in placing calls.

A hotel’s telephone equipment may include a “call accounting” billing system that:

1. Detects how the call is being placed.

2. Calculates the amount that need to be billed once the call is over.

Later, that very amount will be posted to guest’s folio in the PMS.

Since majority of guests have cellular phones nowadays, the volume of billable guest telephone traffic has been significantly reduced.

1. Telecommunications Equipment:
Depending on the level of guest service offered, each hotel must determine the types (lines for incoming calls / lines for outbound calls / two-way lines) and number of lines needed to be installed. Typical systems and equipment that hotels use for placing and pricing calls are as follows:

· Telephone switchboards (PBX / PABX systems): Routes inbound calls to the hotel telephone operator’s console.

· Call accounting system (CAS): Enables hotel-based technology to place, price, and post telephone calls to electronic guest folios without assistance from phone company personnel or front desk staff.

· Guest room phones: Become much more sophisticated nowadays. In fact, guests can connect a personal computer or other compatible portable devices into a guest room phone. Many hotels offer two-line guestroom phones. Other features found on some guest room phones include conference calling, caller ID, speed dialing, hold buttons, call-waiting, hands-free speakers, voice messaging, and a message-waiting alerts.
· Pagers and Cell phones: Some hotels offer a pager (a small radio device, activated from a central point, which emits a series of bleeps or vibrates to inform the wearer that someone wishes to contact them or that it has received a short text message) or cell phone to guests at check-in.
· Related technology: May take the form of automatic call dispensing (used for placing wake-up calls or for calling, at once, either all extensions at the hotel (in case of emergency call) or a specific group of guests), telephone / room status systems (used mainly by room service and housekeeping employees to enter data concerning room service charges, maintenance information, or current room status information), High-speed Internet Access HSIA (hotels charge guests on per-transaction, fixed fee, or daily-fee basis depending on management policies), and call detection software (component of CAS system used to sense when a placed call is answered, thereby improving billing accuracy and leading to a reduction in call accounting discrepancies).
VI- Property Management Systems:
A Property Management System (PMS) consists of sets of automated software packages (modules) supporting a variety of activities in front office and back office areas. There are four common front office software modules helping front office staff perform functions related to reservation management, rooms management, guest accounting management and general management.

1. Reservation Management Software: This software enables hotels to rapidly process room requests, and generate timely and accurate room availability, room revenue, and reservation forecasting reports. Moreover, such a software can also track deposit requests and keep a record of deposits received.
2. Rooms Management Software: This software maintains current information on the status of over-night guestrooms, provides information on room rates, assists in room assignments, and helps front office personnel coordinate guest services. It can also provide rapid access to room availability data during certain aspects of the reservation process (useful in short-term reservation confirmation and rooms revenue forecasting). Moreover, rooms management software can provide front office employees with a summary of each guestroom’s status. This way, room status discrepancies can be solved. In addition, rooms management software helps check in clerks find room(s) matching specific conditions (i.e. list all king-size bed rooms facing the swimming pool and are on the fifth floor). Lastly, this very software assists the reservation function. In fact, when rooms are temporarily taken out of inventory for maintenance or cleaning, the number of available rooms in the reservation office is automatically adjusted.
3. Guest Accounting Management Software: This software is used to increase the hotel’s control over guest accounts and significantly to modify the front office audit routine. Since guest accounts are maintained electronically, the need for folio cards, folio trays, and account posting machines is eliminated.
Guest accounting management software monitors predetermined guest credit limits and provides flexibility through multiple folio formats. Moreover, at check-out, previously approved outstanding account balances can be transferred automatically to an appropriate back office accounts receivable file for eventual billing and collection. In addition, if hotel's revenue centers (outlets) are connected to the front office system, remote point-of-sale terminals can communicate guest charges to the property management system. Hence, guest charges can automatically be posted to appropriate electronic guest folios. This, clearly, improves accounting efficiency while reducing or eliminating late charges (i.e. charges posted to a guest account after the guest has checked out from the hotel).

4. General Management Software: It is more of a report-generating module depending on data collected from reservations management, rooms management, and guest accounting management software modules. For example, such a software can prepare list of daily expected arrival as well as displaying number of rooms remaining available for occupancy (those two lists are obtained as a combination from reservation management and rooms management modules). Lastly, in addition to generating report, this software serves as a link between front office and back office system interface applications.
5. Back Office Interfaces: Although separate front office and back office software packages can operate independently from one another, integrated systems offer the hotel a full control over a variety of operational areas (ex. room sales, telephone call accounting, payroll, and account analysis). Commonly, there are four back office applications as follows:
· General ledger accounting software: Through accounts receivable software, it monitors guest accounts and account billing as well as collection when integrated with the front office and guest accounting module. Moreover, though accounts payable software, it tracks hotel purchases and helps the hotel maintain sufficient cash flow to satisfy its debts.
· Human resources software: It commonly include payroll accounting, personnel recordkeeping, and labor scheduling sub-modules.
· Financial reporting software: Enables the hotel to develop a chart of accounts that help in generating balance sheets, income statements, and transaction analysis reports.
· Inventory control software: It monitors stocking levels, purchase ordering, and stock rotation.
6. System Interfaces: Divided into some categories:

· Non-guest-operated interfaces: Such interfaces are initiated and directed by hotel staff. They include point-of-sale system POS (allows guest account transactions to be quickly transmitted from remote revenue centers to the property management system for automatic posting to electronic folios), call accounting system CAS (directs, prices and tracks guestroom telephone use for pricing and automatic posting to electronic folios), an electronic locking system ELS (interfaces with rooms management module to provide enhanced guest security and service) , and an energy management system EMS (allows to control temperature, humidity, and air movement in public spaces and guestrooms through a rooms management interface).
· Guest-operated interfaces: Could range from automated information kiosks, in-room entertainment systems, to in-room vending systems and other technology-based guest amenities.
· Automated guest services: Such services can ensure the hotel a competitive advantage. Some of those services can be high-speed internet access (HSIA), airline check-in, fax service, photocopiers, and conference telephones. Those very services can be charged to guest’s electronic folio as could be provided on a complimentary basis.
7. Sales Automation Systems: This very system is usually integrated with PMS and was viewed, in the past, as a mean to coordinate and manage group reservations and meeting-room space availability. Nowadays, sales automation systems are considered as strategic tools to maximize revenue while tracking the monetary value of group business relationships.

There are a number of benefits for having such systems. These are as follows:

· By entering group guestroom allocations into the system, a hotel salesperson can evaluate the number of remaining available rooms on a continuous basis.
· Avoid conflicts in number of remaining available rooms between reservation management and sales automation modules.

· Looking at group’s historical, be able to allocate a group block. The same is applicable for banquet menus, meeting space usage, VIPs, billing history, meeting planner, group coordinator, and many other pieces of important information.
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