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Beardwell and Thompson, 2017 alluded to Khan’s (1990) view on work engagement as the foremost contribution to the subject of ‘Employee engagement’. Since then, the concept has engendered continuing controversy with different views about its meaning, and without any agreement in terms of a single, universally agreed definition. However, there is a consensus that it involves an amount of caring, not just about work, but also about people, clients, service, and perhaps going the extra mile to pursuing organisational objectives. (Emma Bridger, 2018) But do organisations really know its implications? Having a good understanding of their employee life cycle might be the differentiating factor for business performance. The role of the human resource function in achieving this objective will be examined.
Often understood as a psychological state, employee engagement refers to the level of mental and emotional connection an employee has towards their job and will work to ensure that the organisation achieve its business objectives. It is the measure of the enthusiasm, passion, drive, and dedication shown in the workplace. Robbins and George (2017) argue that there are three stages of employee engagement, namely engaged, non-engaged, and disengaged. Engaged employees are loyal, self-committed, and are driven by their work content believing in the values, vision of their employer, and are willing to help the organisation succeed by directing their best efforts towards their work. And while the non-engaged only deliver minimal effort, and is lacking in enthusiasm, the disengaged are mentally disconnected from their job and less concerned about business progress.
The topic has generated much heated conversations within the human resource community since 2009, when the government initiative ‘Engage for Success’ led by David Macleod was tasked with finding out why the United Kingdom was lagging in personal productivity compared to other European nations. Its report findings concluded that workers needed to be treated properly if there was to be a change. (Engage for Success, 2009) The ambiguity of the term hasn’t been much help to the debate either with some saying that it is simply another concept for a learning and development program, while others argue that it isn’t the ‘magic bullet’ as perceived by many that would resolve all human resources related issue. There are also those who see it as just a list of initiatives designed to engage employees, and thereafter referred to as ‘employee engagement’, and a cross section who think it is a well assembled benefits structure aimed at driving employees to desired levels of productivity. (Sharp, 2019)
Armstrong and Taylor (2020) pinpoint the human resource function as crucial to achieving organisational goals and objectives for its role in providing insight on issues affecting an organisation and its employees, to ensuring compliance with employment laws and the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). Although delivering human resource services is its core responsibility, creating corporate culture, developing employee experience that further strengthens employee engagement by enabling people to develop their individual capacities which is a benefit not just to them but also to the organisation is part of its roles. Evaluating the HR function is critical to its effectiveness at both strategic and service delivery levels. (Armstrong Handbook, (162-164)
Torrington et al (2020) noted that variations in organisational structure and size to a considerable extent determines the scope of the relationship that exists between an organisation and its employees or between the workers and its management. Traditionally, employment relationships were between organisations and its trade unions, and in the private sector was more individual. However, in contemporary organisations it is about developing good, working relationship that offer job quality, good work, and the possibility of high performance. Keeping industrial peace is a central aim of personnel professionals which can either be done directly using different means of communicating with each employee, or through employee representatives.  Managing conflict is equally important if effective employee relationships are to be sustained in the long term. Systems must be developed and implemented as well as a procedure of enforcing discipline and addressing grievance. There is the need for the human resource department to prioritise an effective employment relation in order to sustain positive relationships at work. (Taylor and Woodhams, 2022)  
Organisational culture is central to increasing engagement levels in any organisation. There is evidence to show that great employee engagement thrives in environments where the focus is on culture, development of leaders, and more importantly when organisations expend resources on their people leading to a high return on investment of their most valued asset. IHG for instance, in their annual report in 2019, attributed an 87% overall employee engagement to the company’s culture of openness and honest feedback from members of staff done through their engagement forums designed to share performance updates and key initiatives, as well as listening to employee responses. Staff engagement is a widely practiced activity throughout the company. (IHG, 2019) 
Organisational transformation resulting from an engaged workforce is a function of strategic leadership. (Bhardwaj et al, 2021) An organisation’s purpose often seen in vision and mission statements, must be well expressed with goals and objectives clearly stated. In doing so, organisations would elicit a feeling of ownership and commitment from employees at all levels, allowing them to see how their roles fit in with the company’s objectives. Leaders within organisations must avoid sending the wrong message that employee engagement is just another human resource initiative, or simply about surveys as this will not achieve the desired business results.  Taking a strategic top to bottom approach by engaging leadership teams and allowing it to cascade down to employees at the front line will ensure positive business outcomes (Hansen et al, 2014, p. 953-972).
Staff annual turnover rate is quite high within the hospitality sector necessitating the need for increased employee engagement (Fourth, 2022). According to Deloitte’s 2015 hospitality report turnover can be as high as 31 percent. (Deloitte, 2015) Evidence shows that hotels with a highly engaged workforce are more likely to increase their profitability, improve levels of productivity, offer better customer service, and increase revenue by up to four times, while reducing employee turnover. There is also reduced absenteeism, as well as a reduction in employee theft. Ultimately, an engaged workforce impacts on hotel success (Leppla, 2016).
Hotel staff are the first line of defence if businesses are to profit. Any lack of engagement in their respective roles will lead to declining customer satisfaction which inevitably leads to a reduction in revenue. Having a productive communication channel as well as including everyone within the organisation starting from the top is good practice for any hotel. Evidence shows that employees who have direct communication with their managers are twice likely to be more engaged than their colleagues. Harnessing a two-way communication will prevent a lack of engagement on the part of employees (Alicia Hoisington, 2019).
Zinger model of employee engagement is viewed as a useful tool if managers are to effectively engage their workforce (Zinger, 2011). Seen from the perspective of a pyramid it highlights ten things’ managers must do to boost employee engagement. Achieving success may be the targeted result but enlivening energy, enhancing well-being, making meaning, leveraging strengths, mastering moments, fostering recognition, building relationships, marking progress, maximizing performance are the essential building blocks necessary for business success. 
A good understanding of their employee lifecycle is crucial if organisations and particularly hotels are to effectively manage their human capital. The entire life cycle begins from pre-arrival, through the encounter stage where the employee meets the company, and gradually changes and begins to adapt to the new environment. It covers the entire relationship between an employee and the organisation they work for and describes the different stages from when they are hired to when they leave. Employee productivity can be optimized by paying attention to employee needs at every point while developing strategies to meet those needs. What each employee encounter and feels during this whole experience is known as the employee experience. Organisations must eliminate gaps in the cycle to ensure a seamless experience for their employees (Cattermole, 2019, p.258-262).
There are six stages in an employee life cycle, consisting of recruitment, onboarding, retention, development, and offboarding. Communication is important at the attraction phase. Hotels must ensure that company brand is actively communicated as this will affect how candidates feel about the organisation. Siemens has recently been involved with changing brand perception (Sundberg, 2023). It will be best to consider how employer brand speaks to candidates and how it helps them understand what it’s like to work at the company (Saul, 2022).
Understanding what kind of candidates is required and tailoring job postings to their need is crucial when recruiting staff. The application process should be clear and straightforward, short, effective, and requiring just enough information needed to determine the suitability of a candidate. Evidence shows that job applications requiring candidates to register before they can apply or taking longer than 15 minutes would make applicants lose interest. For most companies, registration is a pre-requisite to applying for any job (Jobvite, 2021). The selection process needs to balance effectiveness with efficiency. Candidates should be selected in reasonable timeframe both for the candidate and the organisation. Having a system that is both fair and transparent will help eliminate bias from the hiring process. It is imperative for organisations to be open and honest at this stage.
Onboarding is getting new hires up to speed on how the company works and their role in the organisation. This stage of the employee life cycle is where the foundation of the employer-employee relationship is being laid. The onboarding process should be continuous, with new employees receiving support and guidance as they transition into their roles. However, it’s also about putting new hires’ paperwork in order and ensuring HR compliance. It is important to engage new employees between when they sign their contract, which is the pre-boarding phase and their first day at work (Wadors, 2018).
Retention is one of the longest parts of the employee life cycle model. Organisations need to continuously engage their employees to keep them on board. That not only helps build a stable, productive workforce but also saves money and time spent on recruiting new employees. Jacob Morgan, the author of The Employee Experience Advantage, says that the best way to retain employees is by making sure they’re happy and fulfilled in their role at your company. He identifies three elements that create this experience: technology, culture, and physical space (Morgan, 2016). The digital employee experience is the new frontier in employee engagement and overall employee experience. It’s become vital as we’ve moved from a world where employees primarily focused on the physical workplace to an increasingly digital one, especially for desk workers. A recent study in the Harvard Review found that people who feel supported by their technology at work are 230% more engaged and 85% less likely to leave (Anderson and Patton, 2022). Companies must ensure they give technological support to their staff.
Employee development and retention are inextricably linked. People will leave if they feel like they’re stuck in a role with no chances for future growth. A lack of career development and advancement is one of the top reasons people quit their jobs during the post-pandemic period. That’s why it’s vital for organisations to understand their employees’ strengths, how the company can utilize them and provide their workforce with ample learning and development opportunities. Companies should find a way of filling gaps in their employee skill set (McKinsey, 2022).
The offboarding stage is crucial as it helps an organisation improve on its hiring efforts and employee experience while shaping the critical last impressions employees as well as making the process friendly. When an employee leaves, it is essential to have a thoughtful and productive offboarding process. The goal is for the employee to feel valued, prepared, and supported throughout their transition out of your company. The offboarding process needs to be smooth in terms of arranging handovers and handing over the equipment (Crail and Watts, 2022). More importantly, companies can also use this time to find out what went right, what did not, and what can be improved upon in their employee life cycle. An exit interview needs to be set up to do this (Indeed, 2023).

The human resource function is undeniably crucial considering the varied roles it undertakes, and more importantly in building work relationships. An evaluation of its effectiveness must be undertaken periodically to ensure performance at the optimum level, while remaining adaptable to changing trends within the business environment. Leaders should encourage a corporate culture that strengthens employee engagement by adopting a top-bottom approach while keeping communication channels open between management and staff. A careful analysis of the employee life cycle will increase the likelihood of employee retention and engagement. 
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