CHECKOUT AND SETTLEMENT OF ACCOUNTS
The departure stage is the final phase in the hotel guest life cycle where the guest prepares to leave the hotel after completing their stay. It mainly involves the checkout process, settlement of bills, and farewell services provided by the hotel. The departure stage begins when the guest requests checkout and ends when the guest leaves the hotel premises.

Activities During the Departure Stage

During this stage, the hotel performs several important functions:

· Preparing and presenting the guest bill

· Verifying all charges and services used

· Receiving payment

· Updating room status

· Returning guest property or deposits

· Assisting with luggage and transport

· Collecting guest feedback

· Thanking the guest and saying goodbye

Objectives of the Departure Stage

The departure stage aims to:

· Ensure accurate settlement of accounts

· Leave a positive final impression on the guest

· Encourage repeat visits and customer loyalty

· Maintain proper hotel records

· Release the room for cleaning and future occupancy

Importance of the Departure Stage

The departure stage is important because:

· It is the guest’s final interaction with the hotel

· A smooth checkout increases guest satisfaction

· Errors during departure may damage the hotel’s image

· Positive experiences may lead to recommendations and repeat business

Example

A guest staying at Serena Hotel Kampala goes to the front desk on the day of departure. The receptionist confirms the room number, prepares the bill, receives payment, asks about the stay experience, and thanks the guest before departure. This entire process forms the departure stage of the guest cycle.

The checkout procedure for departing guests

The checkout procedure for departing guests in the hotel industry is the process followed when a guest is leaving the hotel and settling their account. It ensures that all services used are properly recorded, payments are completed, and the guest departs smoothly and satisfied.

Steps in the Checkout Procedure

1. Guest Approaches the Front Desk and informs the receptionist or cashier that they wish to check out. In some hotels, guests may also check out through mobile applications, television systems and express checkout services.
2. The front office staff politely greets the guest and confirms the guest name, room number and departure date. 
3. The receptionist then retrieves the guest account or folio from the hotel system to review all charges posted during the stay such as room charges, restaurant bills, laundry services, telephone charges, mini-bar usage, transport or other hotel services. 
4. The receptionist or cashier then verifies the charges to ensure accuracy. The staff may contact departments such as housekeeping, restaurant, laundry and bar to confirm that no pending charges are missing.
5. The final bill is presented for the guest to review. The receptionist explains any charges if necessary.

6. Discrepancies are then resolved. If the guest questions any charge, the receptionist investigates the matter and makes corrections if necessary. Approval may be obtained from supervisors

7. The guest then settles the account using methods such as cash, credit/debit card, mobile money, Company account or voucher, Bank transfer etc. The payment is processed and receipted.

8. After payment, the room status is updated by changing the room from “occupied” to “vacant” or “vacant dirty”. The Housekeeping department is informed to clean the room and prepare for new arrivals

9. The receptionist returns any guest property or items held by the hotel, such as room key cards, luggage storage items, safety deposit box items etc.
10. Staff may then ask for feedback by asking about the guest’s experience so as to improve service quality. Example: “We hope you enjoyed your stay. Do you have any feedback for us?”

11. The receptionist then warmly thanks the guest, bids them farewell and invites them to return in the future. Example: “Thank you for staying with us. We look forward to welcoming you again.”

Importance of the Checkout Procedure

· Ensures accurate billing

· Prevents revenue loss

· Maintains proper hotel records

· Improves guest satisfaction

· Prepares rooms for incoming guests

· Enhances the hotel’s professional image
Types of Checkout

Some common checkout methods include:

· Normal checkout – Guest checks out at the front desk.

· Express checkout – Guest leaves without waiting for bill preparation.

· Self-checkout – Automated checkout using kiosks or mobile apps.

· Late checkout – Guest departs after standard checkout time, sometimes with extra charges.
Express check-out

Express checkout is a hotel checkout method that allows guests to leave the hotel without stopping at the front desk to complete the normal checkout process. The hotel automatically settles the guest’s account using a pre-authorized payment method and sends the final bill electronically. 
It is designed to save time, reduce congestion at reception, and improve guest convenience, especially during busy departure hours.

How Express Checkout Works

1. During check-in, the guest authorizes the hotel to charge their credit/debit card for any final balance. 
2. The hotel records the guest’s payment details in the Property Management System (PMS). 
3. Before departure, the hotel prepares the final bill including room charges, restaurant bills, laundry, mini-bar charges, as well as taxes and other services.
4. The guest reviews the bill electronically through email, mobile app, television system or kiosk. 
5. The hotel charges the authorized payment method automatically. 
6. The guest leaves the room key in a designated place or departs directly if using digital keys.

Features of Express Checkout

· No waiting at the reception desk

· Electronic billing and payment

· Faster departure process

· Often uses pre-authorized credit cards

· Can be completed through mobile or digital systems

Advantages of Express Checkout

For Guests

· Saves time

· Convenient for travelers in a hurry

· Reduces long queues

· Allows early departure without delays

For Hotels

· Reduces congestion at the front office

· Improves operational efficiency

· Speeds up room turnover

· Enhances guest satisfaction

Disadvantages of Express Checkout

· Guests may not review bills carefully

· Billing disputes may arise later

· Less personal interaction with guests

· Requires reliable technology and payment systems

Example

A guest staying at Sheraton Kampala Hotel authorizes card payment during check-in. On the departure morning, the hotel emails the final invoice, automatically charges the card, and the guest leaves the key card in a drop box without visiting the reception. This process is called express checkout.
Post-Checkout Actions

· Update systems immediately to release the room.
· Change room status to "vacant clean" or "dirty" and alert housekeeping via log or PMS.
· File folio for night audit; report any guest feedback (positive or negative) to supervisors.
· Handle special requests like luggage storage or transport if needed.

This process minimizes delays and errors, supporting efficient turnover for new arrivals in hospitality operations.

BILLING PRINCIPLES AND SYSTEMS
Billing principles

Billing principles are the basic rules and guidelines followed in hotel front office accounting to ensure that guest charges and payments are handled accurately, fairly, and efficiently. The following are the major billing principles used in hotels:
1. Accuracy: all guest charges and payments must be recorded correctly without errors. Incorrect billing may lead to guest complaints and revenue loss.
2. Timeliness: charges should be posted immediately or as soon as services are provided. Delayed posting can result in forgotten or omitted charges. For example; restaurant bills should be posted immediately after meals and laundry charges posted the same day

3. Completeness: every service used by the guest must appear on the guest folio or bill. No charge should be omitted including accommodation charges, food and beverage, charges, telephone charges, transport services and mini-bar usage among others.
4. Clarity and Transparency: bills should be easy for guests to understand and charges must be itemized clearly to avoid confusion and disputes. A clear bill normally shows the date, description of the service, amount charged, taxes and the total balance.
5. Proper Documentation: every transaction must be supported by documents such as vouchers, receipts, signed checks, registration cards or electronic records. This helps in verification and auditing.

6. Internal Control: hotels must establish controls to prevent fraud, theft, and accounting errors. Examples include:

· Authorization of adjustments

· Separation of duties

· Night audit checks
· Supervisor approval for discounts

7. Confidentiality: guests’ financial information should remain private and secure. Staff should not disclose billing details to unauthorized persons. For example, protecting guests’ credit card details and not discussing guests’ accounts publicly.
8. Credit Control: hotels must monitor guest credit limits and payment methods to reduce the risk of unpaid bills. Methods include:

· Pre-authorization of cards

· Deposits

· Credit approval for company accounts

9. Accountability: front office staff are responsible for all financial transactions they handle. Every posting and correction should be traceable to the responsible employee.

10. Guest Satisfaction: billing should support positive guest experiences. Bills should be prepared quickly, disputes handled politely, and checkout completed efficiently.

In Summary, billing principles help hotels to:

· Maintain accurate financial records

· Prevent fraud and revenue loss

· Improve guest trust and satisfaction

· Ensure efficient checkout procedures

· Support effective hotel accounting operations
Billing Systems
A billing system is the method or technology used by hotels to record, process, manage, and collect guest charges and payments for services provided during a guest’s stay. Billing systems help hotels maintain accurate financial records, improve efficiency, and reduce errors in guest accounting. Modern hotels commonly use computerized or cloud-based billing systems integrated with the hotel’s Property Management System (PMS).

Types of Billing Systems in Hotels
1. Manual Billing System: this is the traditional method where bills are prepared by hand using folios, vouchers, receipts or ledger books

Characteristics:

· Time-consuming

· Higher risk of errors

· Common in small hotels or guest houses

Advantages:

· Simple to operate

· Low setup cost

Disadvantages:

· Slow processing

· Difficult record keeping

· Greater chances of fraud and mistakes

2. Semi-Automated Billing System

This system combines both manual and computerized methods. Some transactions are recorded manually while others are processed electronically. For example; manual preparation of vouchers and computerized printing of final invoices

Advantages:

· Faster than manual systems

· Lower cost than fully automated systems

Disadvantages:

· Still prone to some errors

· Requires double handling of information

3. Fully Computerized Billing System

This is the most common billing system in modern hotels. Charges are automatically recorded and updated through hotel software or PMS systems. Functions include:

· Automatic posting of charges

· Guest folio management

· Tax calculation

· Invoice generation

· Payment processing

· Report generation

Advantages:

· Fast and accurate

· Reduces paperwork

· Easy tracking of guest accounts

· Improves guest service

Disadvantages:

· Requires electricity and internet

· Staff training needed

· Expensive to install and maintain

Common Billing Methods Used in Hotels

a) Folio Billing: a guest folio records all charges and payments made during the stay. It includes room charges, food and beverage charges, laundry charges, telephone charges and taxes. A folio is essentially the guest’s itemized bill.

b) Cash Billing: guests pay using physical cash at checkout.

c) Credit Billing: charges are billed to credit cards, companies, travel agencies or other approved organizations.
d) Electronic Billing: payments are made electronically using debit cards, mobile money, online payment systems or bank transfers.
Features of Modern Hotel Billing Systems: modern systems usually provide:

· Real-time posting of charges

· Integration with restaurant and bar POS

· Split billing

· Multi-currency payments

· Automated tax calculations

· Audit trails

· Financial reporting

· Guest history records

Importance of Billing Systems

Billing systems are important because they:

· Ensure accurate guest accounting

· Reduce fraud and revenue leakage

· Improve checkout speed

· Enhance guest satisfaction

· Support financial reporting and auditing

· Improve operational efficiency

For example, integrated PMS systems allow restaurant or minibar charges to appear automatically on the guest folio, reducing delays and billing disputes.

METHODS OF ACCOUNT SETTLEMENT / PAYMENT
These refer to the different ways guests or organizations pay outstanding hotel bills at checkout or after receiving services. The aim of account settlement is to bring the guest account balance to zero. Common methods of account settlement include
1. Cash Settlement: the guest pays the bill using cash in the local currency. After payment, the cashier issues a receipt and closes the account.

Advantages

· Immediate payment

· Simple transaction

· No processing charges

Disadvantages

· Risk of theft

· Difficult with large amounts of money

2. Credit Card Settlement: the guest settles the bill using a credit card such as Visa, MasterCard and American Express. The hotel receives authorization from the card company and later receives payment through the bank or card company.

Advantages

· Convenient for guests

· Reduces cash handling

· Common in modern hotels

Disadvantages

· Processing charges

· Risk of fraud or declined cards

3. Debit Card Settlement: payment is made directly from the guest’s bank account using a debit card. The amount is transferred immediately to the hotel account. 
Advantages

· Fast transaction

· Immediate payment confirmation

Disadvantages

· Requires sufficient funds in the guest’s account

4. Cheque Settlement: the guest pays using a personal or company cheque. Hotels usually verify the cheque before accepting it. This method is less common today.

Advantages

· Convenient for some corporate clients

Disadvantages

· Risk of bounced cheques

· Delayed payment processing

5. Foreign Currency Settlement

International guests may pay using foreign currencies. The hotel converts the currency according to exchange rates and bank regulations.

Advantages

· Convenient for international travelers

Disadvantages

· Exchange rate fluctuations

· Conversion charges may apply

6. Traveler’s Cheque Settlement: guests use pre-issued traveler’s cheques issued by financial institutions. This method was once common for international travel.

Advantages

· Safer than carrying cash

Disadvantages

· Less commonly accepted today

7. Direct Billing or City Ledger Settlement: the hotel allows payment to be made later by companies, Government institutions, travel agencies or other approved organizations. The guest signs the bill, and the amount is transferred to the city ledger for later collection.

Advantages

· Convenient for corporate guests

· Encourages business relationships

Disadvantages

· Risk of delayed payment

· Requires credit approval

8. Voucher Settlement

Travel agents or tour operators usually provide vouchers guaranteeing payment for accommodation or services. The hotel later claims payment from the issuing organization.

Advantages

· Convenient for package tourists

Disadvantages

· Delayed reimbursement

9. Mobile and Electronic Payment Settlement: modern hotels accept electronic payments such as mobile money, online banking, electronic transfers and digital wallets.
Advantages

· Fast and convenient

· Reduces physical cash handling

Disadvantages

· Depends on internet and system availability

For example, a guest staying at Speke Resort Munyonyo may settle the bill using cash, card payment, company billing, or mobile money depending on hotel policy and guest preference.
NIGHT AUDIT
Night audit is the process carried out in hotels during the night to verify, balance, and close the day’s financial transactions and accounts. It is usually performed by a hotel employee called the night auditor. The process helps ensure that all guest accounts, departmental revenues, and financial records are accurate before the start of a new business day.

Definition: night audit can be defined as the daily review and verification of guest and non-guest accounts to ensure accuracy, completeness, and proper financial reporting. Hotels operate 24 hours a day, so the night audit is usually conducted during late-night or early-morning hours when guest activity is low.

Objectives of Night Audit

The main objectives of night audit are to:

· Verify all financial transactions

· Balance guest accounts

· Detect errors and fraud

· Close the business day

· Prepare reports for management

· Update room status and occupancy records

· Ensure accurate accounting records

Functions of Night Audit

1. Verifying Guest Accounts: the auditor checks whether all guest charges are correctly posted to the guest folios. For example room charges, restaurant bills, laundry charges and telephone charges.
2. Balancing Accounts: the night auditor balances the cash receipts, credit card transactions, guest ledgers and departmental revenues. This ensures that total revenue matches recorded transactions.

3. Posting Room Charges: room rent and taxes are automatically or manually posted to guest accounts for the next business day.

4. Checking Room Status: the auditor confirms room occupancy information by comparing front office records and housekeeping reports.
5. Monitoring Guest Credit Limits: guest credit limits are reviewed to reduce the risk of unpaid bills.

6. Preparing Reports: important daily reports are prepared for management, including the occupancy report, revenue report, cash report as well as the arrival and departure lists.
7. Closing the Business Day: the night audit officially closes one accounting day and opens the next business day in the hotel system.

Night Audit Procedure

The common steps followed during night audit include:

· Complete pending check-ins and checkouts

· Verify guest accounts and postings

· Balance departmental transactions

· Reconcile cash and payment methods

· Post room and tax charges

· Review room status discrepancies

· Generate management reports

· Back up financial data

· Close the business day in the PMS system

Importance of the Night Audit

The night audit is important because it:

· Ensures financial accuracy

· Prevents revenue leakage

· Detects accounting errors

· Supports managerial decision-making

· Improves operational control

· Maintains updated guest records

Duties of a Night Auditor

A night auditor performs both front office and accounting duties, such as:

· Handling late-night check-ins and checkouts

· Preparing financial reports

· Monitoring hotel security

· Answering guest inquiries

· Reconciling accounts

Example

At the end of the day in a hotel such as Protea Hotel by Marriott Kampala Skyz, the night auditor checks all guest bills, balances restaurant and accommodation revenue, posts room charges, generates reports, and closes the hotel’s business day before morning operations begin.
CREDIT CONTROL
Credit control in the hotel industry refers to the measures and procedures used by hotels to ensure that guests and organizations pay their bills fully and within the agreed time. It helps hotels reduce bad debts, prevent financial losses, and maintain healthy cash flow.

Credit control can be defined as “the system used by hotels to manage guest credit facilities and ensure settlement of accounts either by guests themselves or by approved organizations such as companies, airlines, or travel agencies”.

Objectives of Credit Control

The main objectives of credit control in hotels are:

1. Preventing Bad Debts: hotels use credit control to reduce the risk of guests leaving without paying or organizations delaying payment.

2. Maintaining Cash Flow: hotels need regular cash inflow to meet operational expenses such as salaries, food supplies, utilities, and maintenance. Effective credit control supports liquidity.

3. Avoiding Walk-Outs: a “walk-out” occurs when a guest leaves the hotel without settling the bill. Credit control measures help prevent such losses.

4. Monitoring Credit Limits: hotels establish maximum credit amounts guests can accumulate before payment is requested.
5. Improving Financial Security: credit control helps hotels monitor risks associated with corporate accounts, travel agents, and credit card transactions.

Credit Control Measures in Hotels

Hotels use several methods to control guest credit, for example;
1. Advance Deposits: guests may be required to pay part of the accommodation cost before arrival.

2. Credit Card Pre-Authorization: hotels place an authorization hold on the guest’s card at check-in to guarantee payment for accommodation and incidental charges.

3. Credit Limits: hotels set a maximum amount that a guest may charge to the room before additional payment is required.

4. Guaranteed Reservations through credit cards, companies, travel agencies and deposits. These reduce the risk of non-payment.

5. Monitoring Guest Accounts: front office staff regularly review guest folios to identify overdue or unusually high balances. 
6. Direct Billing Approval: hotels carefully approve organizations allowed to pay later through city ledger accounts.

7. Night Audit Controls: The night auditor reviews guest balances, postings, and outstanding accounts daily to identify irregularities.

Importance of Credit Control

Credit control is important because it:

· Protects hotel revenue

· Reduces unpaid accounts

· Improves financial management

· Supports smooth hotel operations

· Enhances accountability

· Helps maintain profitability

Example in a Hotel

A guest checks into Protea Hotel by Marriott Kampala Skyz using a credit card. The hotel pre-authorizes funds on the card, sets a spending limit, and monitors room charges daily. At checkout, the guest settles the final balance. This entire process forms part of hotel credit control.
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