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“Financial resources may be the lifeblood of a company, but human resources are the brains” (Rob Silzer, cited by Roy, 2021). Human resource management (HRM) has evolved greatly over the past 50 years; from the traditional administrative role to HR Managers being strategic business partners for the company's management with operational responsibilities, focused on achieving long-term company objectives (Taylor and Woodhams, 2012, p.7). As a result of the 2020 Covid-19 pandemic and its impact on employment, the role of HRM has become even more significant for the hospitality industry. In fact, HRM played a key part in the survival of the Four Seasons Hotel London at Park Lane, as strategic decisions regarding the hotel´s workforce had to be made, in order to protect the hotel´s future. As such, employees were either made redundant, placed on furlough, or sent to work from home. However, as the pandemic is slowly coming to an end and hotels are re-opening across the UK, the Four Seasons Hotel has to consider to what extent the pandemic has impacted the `Employee Lifecycle´ (i.e. “the total employee experience” [Harris, 2020]), how they should then alter their strategies to rebuild the hotel´s workforce, and what other external factors might have impacted the hotel and its workforce (PESTEL analysis).

To evaluate how the pandemic has impacted the Employee Lifecycle, first, the current UK labour market has to be analysed. This allows the Four Seasons Hotel to have a clear, comprehensive understanding of what their current talent pool is, and how they may have to adapt their strategies with regards to employee attraction, recruitment, onboarding, development, retention and separation to re-build and retain their workforce (Harris, 2020).

According to The Guardian (2021), “Covid-19 led to an exodus that Brexit will make harder to reverse”. There is a mass migration of workers moving back to their native countries (Dogra, n.d.). This is devastating to the hospitality sector as hotels are heavily reliant on foreign workers, who are willing to work on temporary contracts, for low salaries and under difficult working conditions (International Labour Organisation, 2012). Foreign workers with 64% of the workforce in London hotels are non-British nationals (People 1st, 2017). With redundancy and furlough rates sky-rocketing in the hospitality industry since March 2020, many of the UK remaining hotel workers were forced to change industries to generate income (Dogra, n.d.). Hospitality workers have ‘soft skills’ (e.g. customer service skills) which are easily transferable to most industries (Horch, 2021), allowing them to switch career fields with relative ease. Although this is beneficial to the workers, hotels are left with a severely shrunken talent pool. This raises the question, how can the Four Seasons´ HR department best adapt their Employee Lifecycle strategies, to rebuild their workforce once they reopen?

The first stage of the Employee Lifecycle - attraction - is crucial for rebuilding a workforce; key aspects include raising brand awareness, having a great reputation and company culture (SpriggHR, 2020). At this stage HR needs to consider the desires and interests of hospitality workers within the current economic situation (Harris, 2020). To stay competitive, the Four Seasons needs to present alternative solutions to attract new talent. They can offer attractive benefits and compensation packages, which may include `mental health sick days´, as mental health problems have increased by 8.1% in the UK since the start of the pandemic (Marshall, Bibby and Abbs, 2020). These attractive extra benefits and compensation packages should convince previous hospitality workers to re-enter the industry again. But, at the same time, the Four Seasons should not necessarily increase employees wages to attract workers, as they need to keep their payroll costs and risks to a minimum (SpriggHR, 2020).

At the second stage of the Employee Lifecycle - recruitment - HR advertises the available job openings, screens resumes, conducts interviews and referral checks, and at the end selects the most suitable candidate. During the pandemic, however, the described standard recruitment process is not workable, as the workers have to comply with legislation (e.g. travel bans, quarantine measures) and are forced to stay at home (Dogra, n.d.).

Workers in isolation used the internet at a “record 4-hours a day” (Ofcom, 2020). The Four Seasons Hotel can capitalise on the workers' isolation and their increased internet-usage, to gain a competitive advantage, by offering, for instance mobile recruitment options, such as LinkedIn (LinkedIn, n.d.). This strategy may attract younger workers (aged 16 – 24), which is greatly beneficial for the hotel, as this age group has “the highest rate of unemployment” (Statista, 2021), 13.3% in March, 2021 (Statista, 2021), and are therefore the most eager to land a job, making the rebuilding of the workforce quicker. 

HR can offer video job interviews on free providers such as “Zoom”, instead of traditional in-person interviews. Video interviews and mobile recruitment is faster, more convenient and less time consuming for both the interviewer and the interviewee (Poirier, 2019). However, these new digital strategies come at the expense of missing a personal touch.

During the onboarding stage of the Employee Lifecycle it is essential for HR to discuss the Four Seasons´ mission, vision and value statements with the new employee, their expectations of them and conduct regular follow up sessions (SpriggHR, 2020). The goal is to make the new employee feel welcomed, well-acclimatized and supported (SpriggHR, 2020). These key steps are crucial for creating long-term employee engagement, productivity and retention. The onboarding process as such can remain unchanged, but a further additional strategy should be implemented: a “Covid-19 preparation course” for all new employees and for those returning from long-term furlough. This allows employees, prior to their first day of work, to familiarise themselves with the Four Seasons´ change in policies, rules, regulations, and day-to-day operations (Davenport and Kloss, n.d.). This alleviates the pressure and potential fear, worry and anxiety new or returning employees may experience post-pandemic. The less overwhelmed and worried employees are, the less likely they are affected by mental illnesses, and not leave their job. This in turn benefits the hotel, as retaining employees is far more cost-efficient than recruiting new ones (Bretado, 2016).

In the development stage of the Employee Lifecycle, HR motivates and encourages employees to develop their skill-sets, which in turn leads to organisational growth and employee retention (Davenport and Kloss, n.d.). These employee development programs are costly and the budget cuts during the pandemic forced HR to implement better, cost-effective programs (Revenue Hub, 2020). The Four Seasons should use their smaller budget for peer coaching and mentoring. Weekly sessions could be held in which, for example, an IT employee discusses the newest `Artificial Intelligence´ developments for hotels. This increases employee engagement and broadens the skill-set and knowledge of the attending colleagues. It may also drive innovation (Ludema and Johnson, 2019) and decrease the skills gap between the workforce (BasuMallick, 2019). These development opportunities should also be offered via online video conferences, to allow employees who are still on furlough or in home-office, to keep up and engage with their colleagues. The Four Seasons is thereby able to maintain stable retention rates, prevent their organisational growth from going stagnant and gain a competitive advantage over other hotels.

The retention stage in the Employee Lifecycle “refers to practices, policies and the overall strategy designed to retain its best employees thus reducing turnover” (TalentLyft, n.d.). During the pandemic, employee retention should be kept high, as time and financial resources for the recruitment and training process are limited (Hoffmann, 2018). The Four Seasons relies on retaining its long-term furloughed employees to shorten the hotel´s recovery period (Bretado, 2016).

According to the “Kübler-Ross Change Curve” (Elisabeth Kübler-Ross Foundation, n.d.), long-term furloughed employees will go through 5 stages of emotional change when returning to work. HR must carefully plan a retention strategy to ensure a smooth transition to the workplace.
Employees will first go through a denial stage (Belyh, 2020). A one-to-one meeting with the employee's manager should be scheduled (Taylor and Woodhams, 2012, p. 37) discussing any issues, concerns or doubts about returning to work.
Employees then enter the anger stage (Belyh, 2020). Anger towards the world, the pandemic, or the hotel for putting them on furlough (Connelly, 2020). Managers must show their employees compassion and understanding.
Employees then enter the bargaining stage during which they may want to postpone their inevitable return to work (Belyh, 2020). HR should offer employees a “graduated work-return plan” (Unum, 2020) to reduce the pressure.
Employees then enter the depression stage (Belyh, 2020) so it is crucial for HR to follow up on the employee’s mental health and remind them of their value to the hotel.
If all of the above strategies are successfully executed, employees then enter the acceptance stage, in which they are fully integrated back into the workforce.

The last stage in the Employee Lifecycle – separation - “focuses on how to manage an employee’s departure from an organisation” (Harris, 2020). Since so many employees have left the Four Seasons in the pandemic, HR must try to create as many `happy leavers´, i.e. “employees that leave their organisation on good terms” (Harris, 2020), as possible. They are crucial for the hotel to maintain its reputation, are a “great source of new hire referrals” (Harris, 2020) and they may even be open to returning to the company in the future (Knight, 2020). Essentially, happy leavers help the hotel rebuild its workforce faster and shorten its recovery period.

Crucial in this stage is for HR to maintain employee engagement. For example, by conducting exit interviews. HR is then able to collect feedback on why the employee is leaving the hotel, or to personally explain to them why they were let go. This demonstrates that the hotel values the employee and is disappointed to see them leave. Moreover, alumni channels should be created, allowing the hotel to keep in touch with their former employee, and vice versa, which allows them to easily contact them for job opportunities.

The following PESTEL analysis highlights the external factors impacting the hotel, which allows HR to make appropriate changes to its Employee Lifecycle. 
Since March 2020, the political environment (Bowie et al, 2017, p. 13) has directly impacted the hospitality industry and its workforce. The UK government implemented laws, which forced the Four Seasons Hotel to close their doors to the public. This heavily restricted their income, and in efforts to reduce fixed costs, hotel workers that were not deemed essential, were put on furlough, or made redundant. In 2021, government restrictions are gradually lifted, and it is now the entire HR´s responsibility to rebuild the workforce. For instance, HR must first attract employees by introducing new, attractive benefits and compensation packages.
The pandemic caused an economic recession, consequently UK GDP fell “in the first two quarters of 2020” (King, 2020). The Four Seasons suffered low occupancy rates and RevPAR. In 2021, however, GDP is expected “to grow by 5%” (Schomberg and Bruce, 2021), due to the ongoing ease of lockdown restrictions and the fast rollout of vaccinations. HR must now implement strong recruitment and retention strategies to help the hotel quickly recover from the recession. For instance, by offering mobile recruitment options, video job interviews and applying the “Kübler-Ross” model.
The Four Season´s socio-cultural environment (Bowie et al, 2017, p. 13) is heavily impacted by the new social norms and expectations that guests have post-pandemic. It is the HR´s responsibility to record these new norms, and make their employees aware of them, so that guest expectations can be met and social distancing is maintained. For instance, guests may expect to be greeted with an elbow bump, instead of a handshake (Laskowski-Jones, 2020). During onboarding and retention, HR must inform all of their employees of these socio-cultural changes, for instance, during a “Covid-19 preparation course”.
The pandemic has accelerated the trend of integrating smart technology into hotels. The Four Seasons Hotel launched an update to its App (Tuite, 2020), e.g. to further improve digital guest check-ins/outs, and to “send and receive instant messages with property teams before, during, and after their stay” (Newswire, 2020). During the development stage, HR could offer employees training courses to improve the app application and its efficiency. This may lead to an overall “safer and faster reopening and recovery” (Harrison, 2020) as the app supports the hotel and its guests to comply with the social distancing rules. During recruitment, HR applies the latest technology (e.g. Zoom) to improve the efficiency of the recruitment process.
Covid-19 disrupted worldwide the traditional work environment (Bowie et al, 2017, p. 13) of all businesses. The work environment changed from being social, hectic and rewarding, to frustrated, isolated and even high-risk (Arruda, 2020). Employees essential to the daily operations of the Four Seasons Hotel were required to continue working under extreme circumstances. During the retention stage, the strategic HR decision was to send the remaining workforce into the “home-office”, so that they could safely return to work once the pandemic is over. Besides, legal risks of being sued were reduced. It is the operational HR´s responsibility to monitor employees´ productivity with “remote employee monitoring software” (Hill, 2020), to maintain the overall company´s performance.
The pandemic created a difficult legal environment (Bowie et al, 2017, p. 13) for the entire hospitality industry. In each of the Employee Lifecycle stages, it is the HR´s responsibility to constantly keep up with the changes in legislation and ensure the hotel´s compliance (Balance Point, 2017). In particular, within the attraction stage, the operational HR should support their foreign workers to comply with new visa and immigration rules and obtain waivers from the travel bans etc. (Sidley, 2020).

To conclude, the Covid-19 pandemic has led to an exodus in the UK´s hospitality sector. Workers were either made redundant or put on furlough. The Four Seasons Hotel had a high percentage of foreign workers, many of which were forced to either move back to their native countries, or change industries to generate income. The hotel is left with a severely shrunken talent pool to rebuild their workforce with. To reinforce confidence in the Four Seasons Hotel, Management needs to be compassionate, adaptable and open to change. For the Four Seasons Hotel to stay competitive in the current market, and ensure that their recovery phase is as short as possible, HR’s responsibility is to optimise their Employee Lifecycle and adapt their strategies for each of the six stages. This allows the hotel to successfully recruit a new workforce and retain their long-term employees. Retaining skilled workers should be the HR’s key focus, since budget cuts as a result of the pandemic means that they cannot afford to recruit and train an entire new workforce. Lastly, the PESTEL analysis of the Four Seasons Hotel identifies the external factors impacting the hotel and dictates the change of HR´s administrative, operational and strategic responsibilities.
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