March 14, 2006 Hospitality & Tourism Focus Group


Background: The Hospitality & Tourism industry is a critical sector for the regional economy. On September 29, 2005, a regional summit was held to understand the workforce issues facing employers in this sector. 

On March 14, 2006 a focus group was convened to better understand the specific workforce issues and needs of local employers from industry within DuPage county. The meeting was held at the Hyatt Lodge of McDonald’s in Oak Brook, IL.

Purpose: An open discussion of key workforce issues/problems facing area employers within the Hospitality & Tourism industry. 

The focus group was convened through a cooperative effort between the Strategic Issues Committee of the DuPage Workforce Board, and the Workforce Development Committee of the DuPage Convention and Visitor’s Bureau. 

Participants: The focus group included Human Resource managers from a number of local employers, providers of services, and representatives of the DuPage Workforce Board. 

Discussion of Key Topics: Building on the information gathered at the Regional Summit, participants provided input on a variety of topics in three areas:

· Finding and Preparing Qualified Workers

· Raising Skills and Performance

· Employee Retention

Summary

Following is a very high-level summary of the issues discussed. 

· Perception -- The industry suffers from a general lack of understanding of its growth/potential, and a negative perception by potential employees.

· Reality – It is a difficult industry, requiring long hours, weekends, holidays, etc. 

· Career potential – “No glass ceiling” Though not well communicated, there are many stories of individual advancement, e.g., Bellman to GM, Desk clerk to owner, etc. 

· Skills – Basic skills lacking, especially service and computer skills.

· Retention – Suburbs often lose top performers to better pay at downtown hotels. 

· Public transportation – A key factor for recruitment/retention of hourly workers. 

Next Steps: Following are the next steps agreed upon at the meeting. 

· Provide requested information around specific issues.

· Take input back to Strategic Issues Committee of the DuPage Workforce Board. 

· Participants expressed interest/willingness in becoming members of the Workforce Development Committee of the DuPage Convention and Visitor’s Bureau. This provides an opportunity to:

· Forge a connection between this group and the DuPage Workforce Board

· Continue the dialogue in small groups to further clarify what these groups might be able to accomplish together. 

· Share information, e.g., more detailed review of LMI data, brochure or presentation about what Workforce Development Board does, what One Stop can provide the hospitality industry, what are options for industry image campaigns, Incumbent worker training, etc. 

Following is a more elaborated summary of the discussion in each area.

Finding and Preparing Qualified Workers

· Negative perception of the industry. 

	Issue
	Opportunity

	· With contracts expiring, the unions are currently painting a negative picture of the industry. Need to defend/counteract this. 


	· Many positives that can be communicated, i.e., upward mobility, skill transferability, attractive work environment. 



	· Historically, the sector has not been viewed as a true “industry”, a job producer and contributor to economic development. 


	· This beginning to change, as evidenced by interest from workforce development and economic development entities. 



	· Many adults do not understand the size and growth of the industry. 


	· Need to improve recognition of the industry. 



	· In DuPage parents want “white collar” positions for their children. 


	· This is an industry where you can have a white collar job. More than just service and housekeeping positions. There are functions within the hotel with broad appeal. 



	· Most youth do not know what hospitality is, but they have been there.


	· Need to recruit youth by changing the perception by youth of the industry. 




· Reality of the industry. 

	Issue
	Opportunity

	· Barrier to entry/retention for many is the required work schedule, i.e., weekends, long hours, holidays, etc. 

· For those with needed skills, the barrier is not just money, but the combination of money and time (long hours, weekends, etc.)


	· For some the industry lifestyle is attractive. “We do it because we love it.”

· Skills are transferable, can relocate and find positions almost anywhere.


· Career Potential:

	Issue
	Opportunity

	· Positions perceived as low paying. 


	· With seniority, pay is relatively competitive. 



	· Positions perceived as low skill or “dead end”. 

· Many stay in positions for long time. If they move between departments, do will lose seniority (days off). 

· If move up one position, often clog the pipeline by staying there for long term. 


	· Upward mobility is a reality. Can enter industry at any level and advance. Desk clerks become GMs. No glass ceiling. Need to advertise these stories and communicate in recruitment and induction processes.

· We have lots of stories to tell.

Bellman to GM

Clerks to hotel owners

Cooks to AGM

	· Career paths not fully defined. 

· All identify high-potential employees and seek to develop, though in different ways.

· Do middle managers have the skills to mentor and develop?
	· Advancement often the result of individual effort (“climb the ladder” or “do what it takes”). 

· Career development tends to be dependent upon efforts of relatively junior middle managers, who often lack the skill to mentor and develop. 



	· Opportunities for advancement not institutionalized across the industry. Full service hotels have more systematic approaches around this, i.e., hire a position for their potential to progress. 

· Select service hotels do not have resources for this and hire for the position, versus the potential. 


	· Often the best “career path” involves movement from one type of hotel to another. Marriot does that within its cluster, e.g., from front desk manager at large hotel to general manager at small hotel. 



	· Delayering, flattening has eliminated most middle management positions. 

· Have lost the “tweener” positions so few rungs and bigger jump between rungs on the ladder. Difficult to create opportunities for development of your star employees.


	· Provides variety of work, as all positions required to fill multiple roles. 


Raising Skills and Performance

· Basic skills shortage. Many applicants lack basic skills required:

	Issue
	Opportunity

	· Basic skills needed include:

· Language skills still an issue. 

· Technology, the Internet.

· People skills are fundamental, i.e., to communicate, be personable, hospitable, willing to serve, multi-task.


	· Many resources have been put toward ESL. English skills in this industry are better than many others. 



	· Slow to adopt use of assessment tools. 

· Marriott using online assessment (Green, Yellow, Red). 


	· Some use Bixby-Hayes assessment of service skills. 

· National Retail Federation Customer Service Training an option that few were familiar with. Could be useful for smaller organizations that lack a pre-hire assessment.



	· Access to qualified candidates. 
	· If offered a free job fair, or recruiting options within the One Stop(s), the hotels would come. 




· Training

	Issue
	Opportunity

	· Tuition reimbursement a benefit that is used by only a few associates, primarily supervisors/managers. 


	· Other options from providers (The Center, COD) might be better for on-site training. 

· If bringing training to hotels would most want Computer skills and Customer service.



	· Time constraints. Variety of online training, e.g., Sales, supervisory, customer service, time management, etc. All somewhat successful but difficult to attend on employee’s own time. 


	· Completion of supervisory development required to be considered for open positions.

	· Cost of training
	· Expressed interest in Incumbent worker training grants. 


Employee Retention

· Retention strategies

	Issue
	Opportunity

	· Retention much better than it used to be.
	· Decent pay for those with seniority, education has improved understanding of the value of medical insurance benefits, and industry-wide push to reduce hiring of illegal workers has made many decide to stay. 

	· Limited participation in recognition programs like “Stars of the industry”.


	· Industry-wide awards? 



	· Pay --  Suburban hotels at disadvantage. Downtown pays more. Superstars tend to leave. 


	· Multitude of factors for management staff, but wages and transportation key factors for hourly employees. 




· Industry cycles

	Issue
	Opportunity

	· Downsize when slow, hire when hot. In both cases, little time to train/develop.
	· Need to break this paradigm. 



	· Fall-out after September 11 was loss of many sales people to different industries. They have not returned. Significant drain in talent pool from the industry.
	· Welcome back recruitment drive. 




· Transportation in suburbs

	Issue
	Opportunity

	· Few hourly workers live in DuPage, so limited public transportation in suburbs a key factor in both recruitment and retention of hourly employees.
	· Most hourly coming from Cicero, Bolingbrook, Villa Park, etc. 

· Public transportation times not conductive to industry hours.

· Pace programs difficult to arrange.



	· Car pools are common. 
	· If you let go of our car pool driver, you lose 7 housekeepers.


· Older worker policy

	Issue
	Opportunity

	· Demographics indicate baby boomers leaving the labor pool. 


	· Workforce Boards working with AARP on policies and practices for hiring older workers. 



	· Hotel jobs not conducive to older worker, e.g., labor intensive jobs. Not the same worker that WalMart hires.


	· Need to make accommodations. 
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