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he past year, I have had the

| pleasure of working with

AH&MA leaders, exchanging

ideas and assisting in the syn-

& thesis of 2 dynamic platform

B of cvents for the coming year.

Yet during those exchanges, one

issue repeatedly came up as the central

focus of concern: the current crisis in the
labor market.

It has become clear to me that recruic-
ing (and perhaps more importantly, re-
tention) is the greatest challenge facing
successful hotel operations today. The im-
portance of attracting and hiring the-right

" service provider is second only to the im-

portance of keeping good employees.
Issues of recruitment and retention
take on even greater importance as we

discover that lodging is not perceived by -

America’s labor force as an “industry of
choice.” Indicative of that fact is the even

more alarming observation that few
hotel operations can, in their respective
markets, lay claim to being identified as
the “employer of choice” in their com-
munity. If these perceptions accurately
reflect current reality—as I believe they
do—then the American hotel industry
faces a daunting competitive challenge
into the next century.

This column is the first of a series of
articles in which [ will share strategies to
help hotels become the employer of
choice in their communities and assist in
making lodging an industry of choice for
employees. The first core issue we will
examine next month is recruitment and
retention. Future columns will consider
specific areas of lodging, such as front of-
fice operations, sales and marketing,
housekeeping, and food and beverage, in
an attempt to help make recruiting and
retaining “stars” an achievable reality.
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Suggested strategies will be illustrated
through success stories from industries
outside of lodging, as well as through ex-
amples of best practices of hotels from
around the world.

But first, ler me introduce myself. For
the past 11 years, I have been a professor
in the Collins School of Hospitality Man-
agement at California State Polyrechnic
University, Pomona. In addition to teach-
ing, I direct the school’s Professional De-
velopment Institute. I began my long and
varied hospitality career as a management
trainee with Sheraton. A hotel focus ulti-
mately led to the position of hotel man-
ager with Hyaut before I left to start my
own restaurant business. For the past 10
years, I have also served as consultant to
numerous hospitality companies and
often speak at industry events. I attempt
to blend the structure, systems, and
processes from my corporate experience
with a practical, “can do” entrepreneurial
spirit, and also apply research-based text-
book knowledge from the classtoom.

In this first column with Lodging,
I will hopefully create the foundation
for future columns by presenting a
management framework for success-

fully operating hotels.
Service Success and Differentiation

Successful hotels differentiate them-
selves from competitors by creating a
unique and positive image. Since hotels
within any given marker segment are in-
trinsically similar, service often is the
only real point of differentiation. In
order to take advanrage of the opportu-
nity to differentiate their hotels, man-
agers need to understand the role service
plays in a guest’s decision to choose one
hotel over another. A guest’s decision to
buy is based on expecration, experience,
and perception.

Guests arrive with expectations based
on a number of factors. Past experiences
at your hotel, experiences at some other
hotel, or even vicarious experiences sim-
ulated in various forms of media—
whether on television or in the movies—
all have created expectations. And it
doesn’t stop there. Word-of-mouth com-
ments and press and trade reviews and
the ever-popular ratings game—be they
stars, diamonds, or “thumbs up”—have
created expectations. A hotel’s repuration
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for style, amenities, and image all play a
role in creating the hype of expectation
about a particular product.

Now, whether these expectations are
reasonable or unreasonable, realistic or
unrealistic, is truly meaningless, Guest
expectations must be met. And it is at
this point where hotels have the oppor-
tunity to positively alter guest percep-
tions and expectations.

It is essential that service providers as-
sess guest expectations and then deliver
services to satisfy them. Since we know
that a guests experience is a series of
“moments of truth,” it is cricical chae
each moment of truth be positive and
exceed expecrations. This is especially
important in that any moment of truth
can create a “halo” effect that spills posi-
tive or negative perceptions over onto
other service encounters and may, in the
end, fairly or unfairly influence overall
guest experience.

Each experience then creates percep-
tions that guests take away with them.
Customer perceptions are, in fact, a re-
sult of every service experience. To influ-
ence guests to return, they must leave
with a perception that your hotel is bet-
ter than your competitor’s hotel.

To work toward this end, service
providers should assess guest perceptions
on an ongoing basis before guests check-
out. By doing so, operators provide
themselves an opportunity to recover
from less than satisfactory experiences
and ensure guests leave with that all-im-
portant positive perception.

Because service is the only point of dif-
ferentiation, in order to make your ser-
vice different and better than your com-
petitors, focus on delivering the service
that is important to your guests.

What can be done to eliminate barriers
and to facilitate service delivery? There is ev-

idence to suggest that service is negativel
impacted if service providers perceive:

A lack of consrol in gesting their jobs don,

A system of management that relie
solely on a directive style complete wit!
inspection and control as its focus i
doomed to failure. The “standard operar
ing procedures” mentality is no longe
productive and does not contribute to

Low morale is a catalyst for high
turnover; and high turnover has a
tangible service and financial cost
attached to it.

positive work environment.

The current low unemployment rat
allows prospective employees to pick an.
choose among employers. Qualified an
competent individuals often reject wor
environments where standards of proce
dure are the rule, and where inspectic
and control are the prevailing style.

Today's employees want to be hired fc
their intelligence and the contributior
they can bring to their work, They war
to participate in designing their work, ¢
be “in the know,” and to have some cor
trol. At the very least, they want to inflt
ence their work environment.

The hotel has inconsistent policies an
procedures.

While we have seen leaders in hospita
ity develop progressive policies to be i
plemented by frontline managers, many ¢
these managers are still tradition-bounc
They feel “ responsible” for the operatio
and all they know is to continue to mar
age by directive and control. As a resul
employees see inconsistencies betwee
policies and operating procedures.

For example, frequent policy statement
can be found to indicate to the employc
that the guest is always right, and that ic
the employees responsibility to “rake care
of the guest. Yet, the same organization
standard operating procedures calls for th
employee to get a managers “approval” b
fore they comp or discount a room.
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Management measures many different
thing, but assesses, analyzes, and imple-
ments change based upon very few of them.

Collecting and reporting measure-
ments that are not used or are not rele-
vant frustrates employees and is counter-
productive. For example, many front
office managers still focus on ADR. They
tightly control the customer service
agent’s ability to negouate rate even at
the cost of a lower RevPAR. This frustrates
smart employees who eventually give up
and stop trying.

Management debilitates rather than
facilizates service.

Inspection and supervision are still
common practices of managers. However,
such practices may acrually inhibit and
thwart employee productivity. Systems
that run counter to employee empower-
ment and that require management ap-
proval in routine decision-making debili-
tates productivity.

Therefore, hotels that don't eliminate
barriers and facilitate service delivery sys-
tems risk low morale, low productivity,



and generate little, if any, creativity. Low
morale is a catalyse for high turnover,
and high turnover has a tangible service
and financial cost artached to ir.

Becoming the Industry of Cholce

Nationwide, unemployment is approx-
imately 4.2 percent. In some markets,
unemployment is as low as 2 percent. In
this very competitive marketplace, hotels
aren’t competing with each other for
qualified employees: they are competing
with other industries.

'To become an “industry of choice” we
must provide competitive compensa-
tion, encourage employees to participate
in the business, make the work environ-
ment professionally satisfying, and rec-
ognize and reward performance.

The time has come for hotel opera-
tions to reinvent themselves. Reinven-
tion requires re-cvaluating traditional
operating systems and processes, elimi-
nating irrelevant and redundant systems.
flattening the organization, and nurcur-
ing individual empowerment.

As we examine reinventing hotel oper-
ating systers and processes, consider the
following important tenets:

* Ensure that new procedures improv:
the customer’s expetience, enable employ-
ees to do their jobs better, and increas:
profitability.

» All systems and procedures shoulc
generate usable information.

* Information should be disseminate:
to employees, when they need it, to ef
fectively do their jobs.

¢ Each employee should have the appro
priate authority relative 1o their responsi
bilities and only then can truly be held ac
countable for their responsibilities.

* Relevant systems should be pur i
place to provide timely feedback on per
formance-based outcomes.

¢ All successful outcomes should be re¢
ognized and rewarded.

In future columas, I will focus on spc
cific facets of hotel operations analyz
existing systems and present practic:
ideas to optimize your profitability. m
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