How to retain and engage employees (Generation Y) throughout the employee lifecycle
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Employee engagement is a critical aspect of organisational success in modern business. This essay explores the strategies and practices that the human resource department in a large hotel can employ to engage employees from Generation Y and throughout the employee lifecycle. It will discuss the role of human resource in employee engagement, delve into the characteristics of this generation, suggest engagement strategies, and examine each phase of the employee lifecycle, including attraction, recruitment, onboarding, development, retention, and separation. Throughout the essay, the benefits of engagement within the hotel industry will be emphasised, supported by examples from the field, including Marriott International.
In the hospitality industry, human resources (HR), have a pivotal role encompassing recruitment, training, and employee development, alongside managing labour relations and compliance (Carter, 2023).
Shaikh (2022), Director at EnKing International, highlights the “evolution” of human resource Management (HRM), emphasising its shift from just “processing paper" to cultivating an “employee-focused and individualised” workplace. This transformation finds a distinct resonance in the hotel industry, a dynamic and service-oriented sector. Here, HR becomes the linchpin for talent management and development, ensuring that the hotel's workforce possesses not only the necessary skills but also a commitment to delivering exceptional guest experiences. In this context, HR professionals in hotels are entrusted with the responsibility of crafting and implementing a comprehensive suite of policies, programs, and initiatives uniquely tailored to meet the industry's demands and the specific needs of each hotel's brand. These initiatives collectively lay the groundwork for attracting, retaining, and engaging employees, recognising their integral part in shaping the guest experience, particularly in larger hotels with typically over 500 employees.
In today's increasingly multi-generational workforce due to factors like population ageing and delayed retirement as noted by Gov.uk in its report, "Future of an Ageing Population" (p 25), HR's must comprehend the unique characteristics, needs, and preferences of each generation. This entails staying current on generational trends, conducting surveys, and actively seeking employee feedback. HR also acts as a mediator between management and employees, ensuring that the concerns and expectations of different generations are effectively communicated and addressed. 
Before delving further, it's essential to grasp the characteristics of various generations. While individuals may vary, generational cohorts share certain traits that significantly impact their expectations and preferences in the workplace. Across the generations in the workforce, each brings distinct characteristics and values. Traditionalists (1928-1945), adhere to conventional work practices and hierarchical structures, and their dedication to tradition is highly regarded, as is the wealth of knowledge and experience they offer. Baby boomers (1946-1964), known for their strong work ethic and focus on competitiveness, often described as workaholics, serve as role models with their advanced communication skills. In contrast, Generation X (1965 - 1980), challenges the notion of loyalty to a single company, emphasising respect earned through independence and a penchant to question established norms, coupled with IT literacy. Generation Y (1981-1996), also known as Millennials, prioritise personal growth and frequent communication, and are known for their energetic, optimistic outlook and heightened sense of social responsibility. Meanwhile, Generation Z (1997-2012), raised in a digital and social media-dominated world, is tech-savvy, comfortable with virtual communication, and open to sharing information, often relying less on face-to-face interactions (Rossem, 2018. Steiner, 2016). For readers who are curious to know, the next cohort is Generation Alpha (Mata and Hewitt 2023).
This essay will focus on aligning Generation Y - Millennials, in the context of this assignment. because according to Dubina (2023) and Rolling Nexus (2021), millennials make up the largest generational cohort currently in the job market. Likely because “Millennials surpassed the Baby Boomer generation as the largest generation for the first time in 2020” in the UK, as reported in Statista by Clark (2023). In America, the United States reported the same in their 2019 Census. 
In today's corporate landscape, businesses have honed their customer-centric strategies to perfection, prioritising exceptional customer experiences. Diana Dosik's approach, as outlined in her 2015 TED Talk, involves a shift by applying the principles of customer research and experience to employees as well. Gladka, Fedorova and Dohadailo, (2022) hold the same view and go on to highlight 20 authors who discuss various stages of the Employee Life Cycle (ELC).
The employee life cycle framework provides a comprehensive and actionable strategies for engaging with employees at every stage of their employment. It encompasses several key stages, including attraction, where an organisation seeks to draw potential candidates; recruitment, which involves the process of hiring new employees; onboarding, where newcomers are introduced to the company's culture and expectations; development, focusing on continuous learning and career growth; retention, addressing employee concerns and fostering a positive work environment; and separation, managing departures and gathering feedback for continuous improvement. 
Starting with the Attraction stage, where potential employees first become aware of a company, potential recruits do not directly interact with anyone from the company. Instead, it is about making the business as appealing as possible to future employees. Factors like brand awareness, a positive corporate image, and enticing benefits packages play pivotal roles in boosting engagement during this initial phase.
Marriott International's enduring success stems from its founder's philosophy: "Take care of associates, and they will take care of the customers." This people-first approach has underpinned Marriott's reputation as an exceptional workplace for over 95 years, earning them worldwide acclaim (Marriott International, 2023). 
Mann (2022) believes “Employees are the biggest promoters of a company. Through effective employer branding, you can showcase your awesome culture to others''. Marriott are very active on all Social Media platforms and regularly advertise on television, reaching out to all generations. In 2012 they took part in a CNBC behind the scenes documentary showcasing their work culture. Intentional or not but a clever move at a time when the oldest millennials would have been in their late 20s, while the youngest would have been in their late teens or early 20s.
Other renowned establishments like The Ritz (ITV, 2019), Claridge's (BBC2, 2023), and The Savoy (ITV, 2020) have embraced the concept by producing docuseries for mainstream television, offering insights into their happy and engaging work culture. Similarly, brands such as Hyatt, Travelodge, Hilton, among others, have harnessed the power of platforms like YouTube to showcase the vibrant work cultures of their associates (YouTube)
The Covid-19 era and the uncertainties brought about by Brexit (Lyon and Dhingra, 2021) presented substantial challenges to businesses, with the hospitality industry being among the hardest hit (Krishnan et al., 2020 and Riley 2021). Furthermore, the hotel industry continues to face recruitment challenges due to widespread grievances about low wages, extended and unsociable work hours, and physically strenuous tasks, leading to reluctance among potential employees, especially the younger generations to join the sector (Goh and Lee, 2018).
This brings us to the next stage of the ELC, Recruitment. Employing best practices in recruitment involves using diverse sourcing channels, conducting comprehensive interviews, and assessing cultural fit, to reach the best candidate. Top hotel brands showcase their adoption of cutting-edge technologies, apps, and systems, which aligns with the technological expectations of not only attracting Millennials but also the generations after them. 
Marriott International employs a multifaceted recruitment strategy to reach all generations, staying attuned to technological advancements and evolving preferences. They have an official website and various online job portals to target tech-savvy applicants, especially appealing to Millennials and Generation Z. Marriott invests in mobile recruiting apps and user-friendly online application processes. They even have “Olivia” Marriott’s “AI recruiting assistant” (Marriotts Careers, 2023). Simultaneously, Marriott recognise the importance of face-to-face interactions, participating in job fairs, which appeal to a broader age range. 
Hyatt Hotels have an innovative way to recruit, develop and engage employees. Their RiseHY initiative aims to employ individuals aged 16 to 24 who are currently disconnected from education and employment, by 2025. This is a unique opportunity for Generation Z individuals to progress beyond entry-level positions and establish long-lasting, meaningful careers (Hyatt, 2023).
The third stage, Onboarding, takes place after the hiring process, preparing new employees for their roles. It encompasses welcoming the new team member, providing essential information, and equipping them with the tools necessary for effective work. Effective onboarding may also include training and information sessions to help the new employee acclimate to the job and the company's culture. Hyatt’s mentorship programs during onboarding, means experienced employees are paired with newcomers, fostering knowledge transfer and relationship-building (Horne, 2016). 
The next two stages in the employee life cycle are development and retention. When employees are happy, engaged, and have opportunities for growth and learning during the development phase, retention becomes less of an issue. Effective development programs and a positive work environment contribute to higher employee satisfaction and loyalty, ultimately mitigating the significant costs typically associated with employee turnover in the hospitality industry.
Marriott's recognition as one of the World's Best Multinational Workplaces underscores its unwavering commitment to workplace excellence. This includes empowering associates to champion diversity and inclusion, providing resources for cultural awareness, collaborating with organisations supporting veterans and individuals with disabilities, and promoting the development of a multigenerational workforce (Marriott International, 2023).
Premier Inn’s HR's strategy for team member well-being encompasses physical, mental, and financial aspects. The company is dedicated to promoting balanced and healthy lifestyles among its teams, ensuring they have access to resources to navigate challenging times. This support includes a network of mental health first aiders and access to advice and tools for financial well-being (Whitbread, 2023).
Thrive@Hilton represents Hilton's Team Member Value Proposition, dedicated to fostering the well-being and performance of all Team Members within an inclusive environment. This initiative emphasises a strong foundation for health and well-being, encourages continuous learning and mindful leadership, and inspires a culture of aspiring and dreaming. Hilton's holistic approach creates an ecosystem of programs that support these objectives, ensuring Team Members thrive and feel a sense of belonging (Hilton 2019).
HR recognise that different generations have distinct motivations for staying with an organisation. Millennials often seek personal growth and career progression. For older generations, like Baby Boomers, they emphasise recognition and rewards for their years of service and experience. They focus on creating a positive work environment that fosters a sense of belonging. This includes flexible work arrangements, competitive compensation packages, and a supportive management style. These practices accommodate the varying needs of employees across different age groups.
The government emphasised that "Being in good work is better for your health than being out of work" in its 2019 guidance. However, the CIPD's Good Work Index for 2021 reveals that job quality continues to have shortcomings in several aspects. Problems such as insufficient work-life balance, limited opportunities for development, and excessive workloads raise significant concerns. The Covid-19 pandemic led to widespread layoffs and furloughs in the hotel industry where many employees faced job insecurity, with many experiencing temporary or permanent job losses, affecting their financial stability.
Staying on trend, top hotel brands promote diversity and inclusion, ensuring that all employees feel valued and respected. They invest in wellness and mental health programs, recognising that the well-being of employees is essential for retention across generations, especially the younger two generations who prioritise mental health above pay.
Finally, in the Separation phase, when employees decide to leave the organisation, it is crucial to conduct exit interviews and gather feedback to identify areas for improvement. These interviews are essential for understanding the reasons behind an employee's decision to leave. They provide valuable insights into ways to enhance career development and retain talent, particularly for Millennials who often seek personal growth and new opportunities (Mann, 2022).
To further support employees of all generations, HR can maintain alumni networks and connections with former employees. This approach not only benefits those who have left but also keeps the door open for potential re-employment. Throughout the separation process, professionalism and respect are maintained, acknowledging the contributions of departing employees and providing a positive departure experience that allows them to stay connected with the organisation.
In conclusion, effective management by the HR is a cornerstone of a hotel's enduring success. By implementing the employee lifecycle, HR plays a central role in attracting, recruiting, developing, retaining, and engaging employees to enhance team and organisational performance. The benefits of engagement in the hotel industry are vast, including improved guest satisfaction, reduced turnover, and a competitive advantage. By implementing best practices and learning from industry examples, hotels can create a work environment that fosters talent growth and long-term success. Furthermore, engaged employees are more likely to contribute innovative ideas and solutions, driving a continuous enhancement of hotel operations, thus fostering a culture of innovation and creativity. In a competitive industry like hospitality, investing in employee engagement is not just a choice but a necessity for sustained growth and excellence.
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