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Executive Summary

This paper will explore the importance of employee wellness programs in the hotel industry as part of engaging employees to the workplace and developing a motivated and retaining workforce.
Leading health organisations have recorded a significant increase in work-related stress and mental health issues, which raises questions about how employers deal with corporate wellbeing and occupational health of employees. Due to employee absenteeism being a huge financial concern for companies, the need for employers to evaluate their performance in providing health and wellness initiatives is currently on the rise.
By making comparisons to similar companies from the same sector, hotel employers can measure the effective- and competitiveness of their current initiatives. A comparative look at the competition and a review of the delivery of their own corporate social responsibilities and ethic strategy will allow property leaders to detect existing issues and will enable them to make appropriate changes, which can result in increased employee engagement and sustainable lifelong employment of industry talents.
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1. Introduction

Organisations are increasingly under pressure to address employee wellbeing as it has become as serious concern in contemporary times (Guest, 2017). According to Zhang, Torres and Jahromi (2020), hotels see over-proportional high turnover rates and health issues among employees, which is associated with the industry reputation for having long labour-intensive working hours and untraditional work patterns.
In response, many companies are promoting projects fostering employee wellness to obtain a competitive advantage and being listed as an attractive place to work (Lee and Ok, 2016). Numbers reveal that companies with an engaged environment have 41% less absenteeism and 59% less turnover but instead show 21% more profitability according to Beheshti (2019). However, only 15% of employees worldwide currently feel engaged, which shows the importance for companies to improve their performance (Gallup, 2020).
This report will examine how global industry leaders Hilton Worldwide and main competitor Marriott International are responding to a rapidly changing workforce and will propose recommendations for raising more awareness on the delivery of sustainable employee wellness initiatives.














2. Hilton Worldwide and Employee Engagement

2.1 The Brand

According to Hilton (2020), the brand has more than 6,100 properties and eighteen brands across the globe, making it one of the leading hotel organisations in the world. Since their existence, the company has been operating under the vision of its founder Conrad Hilton “to fill the earth with the light and warmth of hospitality” aiming to become the “most hospitable company in the world”. As of 2019, Hilton employs over 420,000 people and was ranked first of the “100 Best Workplaces” by Fortune Magazine (Fortune Magazine, 2020).

2.2 Employee Engagement

According to Slotosch (2020), many organisations mistakenly believe that investing in technology is the ultimate way to generate profits and suggests focusing on employees as organisations’ most valuable assets. However, companies are often reluctant to increase investments in employees due to the results not showing in clear numbers hence cuts in budgets for Human Resources are the norm (Johansen and Sowa, 2019). Because of an industry turnover rate of 70%, employee engagement must be a top concern of hotel management as it benefits both employers and employees alike, Warnock emphasises (2020). 
Hilton Worldwide focuses on two approaches to develop a talented workforce, namely offering continuous professional development opportunities for employees as well as making health and wellbeing an integral part of their corporate strategy.
According to Hilton (2020), the company concentrates on providing excellent working conditions where Team Members can gain skills and grow professionally within the organisation by providing “industry-leading training programs delivering $2,000 savings per Team Member through innovative solutions such as virtual instructor-led courses”. Recognising that Millennials are making 57% of their workforce, the company focuses especially on “tomorrow’s leaders” by “offering digital programs that have resulted in a 25% decrease of in-seat learning time”, for whom Hilton was ranked second of the “100 Best Workplaces for Millennials” in 2018 (Hilton, 2019).
Hilton’s other approach focuses on employee health and wellbeing to prevent losing industry talents to competitors or the health care system at the cost of the hotel industry being a non-stop 24/7 business. Research by Labour Force Survey demonstrates the importance for addressing employee health and wellbeing as 15.4 million working days were lost in the UK alone in 2018 because of work-related stress, anxiety or depression, which has caused soaring health costs (Wilson, 2018). Both employers and employees benefit from employees that are generally happier, healthier and perform their role better, which results in a lower turnover, less absenteeism and more productivity saving employers large amounts of money according to CIPD (2019).










3. Project Proposal: Employee Health and Wellbeing

A study by Zhang, Torres and Jahromi (2020) finds that physical challenges, stress and the lack of time are the main wellness issues in the hospitality industry and suggest healthy diets, stress management, smoking cessation and exercise programs for employees to hotel organisations.


3.1 Health and Wellbeing at Hilton

In 2016, Hilton launched their network Thrive@Hilton as first hospitality organisation and alongside innovative wellness start-up Thrive Global according to Bengougam (2019). Thrive@Hilton is the brand’s adaptable workplace wellness program, which concentrates on the three pillars Body, Mind and Spirit, and adapts key topics as suggested in the study by Zhang, Torres and Jahromi (2020).
The pillar Body focuses on supplying employees with free healthy food options at work, gym memberships, doctor visits or wellness days according to Hcareers (2017). Additionally, Mind initiatives including self-guided e-learning courses for time management or leadership training to name a few, focus on life-long personal and professional development, whereas discounted stays for Team Members and their families to support travel for highly tenured staff are part of the Spirit pillar.

Moreover, the provision of a handbook for Team Members with guidelines and statistics regarding health and wellbeing shows good practice and helps employees maintaining a healthy lifestyle on- and off-duty (Hilton, 2020).
An interview with a Hilton Munich Airport employee has revealed additional employee perks. According to Tramposch (2020), these include employee parties or a football cup among Hilton employees from the area intending to bond work relationships, regular visits from doctors for health education or a free uniform washing service that helps employees saving money, time and stress by reducing off-duty obligations, which are much appreciated by staff and improve their wellbeing.

Additionally, the industry-leading program Thrive Sabbatical that gives ten Team Members a month of paid sabbatical time and additional $5,000 to pursue a dream, has become life-changing for employees (Hilton, 2019). A Team Member from Conrad Dubai for example, used her sabbatical time to learn sign language and can now for the first time communicate appropriately with her deaf-dumb son (Otley, 2019).


3.2 Benefits and Limitations of Hilton’s Practices

Mullins (1998) supports a continuous focus on employees as individuals and in binding them to the company, such as in the case of the happy mother, as it will help the organisation developing a retaining workforce that does not leave the company to find employment with competitors, which can save organisations money for hiring and training employees.
However, when analysing Hilton’s initiatives in-depth it becomes apparent that some programs that mean well actually expose to be rather bad practice in their practical application. The provision of free food for instance, which is meant to serve as an incentive for in-work eating fostering productivity and to help saving money for hotel low earners can go in the wrong direction when the food’s healthiness and variety is not guaranteed. Online employment platforms such as Glassdoor (2020) offer criticism and disclose a canteen food rating of only 2.6 out of 5, which could be due to food options lacking in diversity for those with dietary requirements according to an employee in Appendix A.
Furthermore, some employees might find the proposal of healthier lifestyles discriminating and intrusive, especially when companies partner up with external wellness program providers, which Hilton do, who are often found selling health data to external vendors (Hancock, 2015).


3.3 Competitor Analysis: Marriott International

Marriott and Brown (2012) identify a similarly employee-focused brand identification by their founder:
“Take care of your employees, and they’ll take care of your customers”.
J. Willard Marriott

According to Marriott employees on Glassdoor (2020), similar initiatives and perks such as free food or uniform washing services as provided at Hilton are named for Marriott. The same applies for Marriott’s TakeCare initiatives as part of their Serve360 program, which uses three pillars like Hilton but are named Me, My Co-Workers and My Company, and address associate wellbeing, happiness and satisfaction according to Marriott (2019). What makes Marriott a market leader is their game-like app TakeCare Level30, which is available to associates and guests likewise and aides improving their health by building positive behaviours playfully into a daily routine (Kohll, 2019).

Overall, it appears that both brands are almost following each other’s steps with regards to their approach and delivery of wellness programs. A reason for this can be found in the attitudes of their CEO’s, who share the same views and values towards taking care of employees just like their brand founders have preached (The Economic Club of Washington, D.C., 2014).
Nonetheless, Hilton overtakes Marriott in most ratings on different categories such as employee discounts on Glassdoor (2020), and accolades such as “Best Workplace for Parents” indicate that they are leader in terms of employee engagement (Hilton, 2019).






















4. Corporate Social Responsibility

Since 2011, Hilton have described their corporate ethic strategy mission as “Travel with Purpose”, which was later accompanied by their 2030 Goals with twenty-three targets (Hilton, 2020). The goals describe Hilton’s social and environmental commitment to sustainable travel as well as their overarching impact on employees, shareholders and communities, which are often referred to as corporate social responsibilities according to Mullins and Dossor (2013). At Hilton Munich Park for example, employees have installed beehives on the hotel rooftop to support threatened bee populations and to make a positive impact on the ecosystem (Hilton, 2017). Other initiatives also include skill-based volunteerism, disaster relief and human rights, and aim to involve all employees.
Ensuring that all Team Members understand Hilton’s values Hospitality, Integrity, Leadership, Teamwork, Ownership and Now, a manifestation of the brand name, is achieved by familiarising them with the code of conduct handbook, which states what is expected from them (Hilton, 2020). The way the company manages to involve employees in their code of ethics to create a world-changing impact on society, other employees and the environment is often described as the Hilton Effect (Hilton, 2018). Research found that most employees value the integrity and honesty of Hilton’s corporate ethic strategy, which is a key criterion for sustainable life-long employment according to CIPD (2019).
On top of that, Hilton provides a diverse, inclusive, discrimination-free work environment to develop a diverse workforce that people are proud to work for and stay with instead of leaving for competitors (Lee, 2020).


5. Recommendations

The Thrive@Hilton employee wellness program and corporate ethic strategy “Travel with Purpose” have proven to be successful as the brand reportedly manages to engage 80% of its current employees according to Hilton (2020). Additionally, Hilton reports high attendance in the Team Member wellness clinic for preventative care and basic medicine as well as more than 800,000 voluntary community hours such as the beehives foster, and claim that a high Team Member survey participation ensures reassurance of the integrity of their projects.
Appendix B depicts the voice of an employee’s positive attitude towards the brand as employer on Glassdoor (2020), which is the base for lifelong employment. Now, it is important for Hilton to build on this head start by developing more skills for happier employees.
The brand manages to be among the most competitive hotel organisations, but comparisons with Marriott TakeCare, the Serve360 program and company perks uncovered high similarities, meaning they would need to step up their game to outweigh their nemesis. Thus, it is recommended coming up with new ideas as well as taking existent initiatives such as the provision of free food and elevate them to higher standards than the competitor. Human Resources and General Managers are solicited to work closely with Head Chefs of individual hotels, finding the ideal variety of food for the staff canteen within a reasonable budget and with focus on the employee’s dietary requirements, which can be identified through simple and direct employee approach and surveys.
Instead of forcing standardised company surveys on all hotels the same way, it is advised to provide individualised surveys. By asking the workforce about hazards at the workplace jeopardising their health and for proposals on how their own personal health can be improved was found effective by Zhang, Torres and Jahromi (2020).
Further opportunities lie in a digital approach of wellness programs such as the Marriott app, which will particularly attract Millennials, who were born within the digital era and value technological enhancements. Apps, fitbits and wellness tracker devices were named top solutions to fulfil the needs of this generation (Zhang, Torres and Jahromi, 2020).
Furthermore, General Managers are advised to focus on the work-life-balance of their workforce by approaching individuals to find ideal working hours or childcare solutions to guarantee healthy and happy employees (Sangiorgi, 2020).
Research on individual hotels regarding their wellness initiatives and community projects turned out to be difficult. In order to obtain a competitive advantage, managers are advised to amend websites and social media accounts to give potential guests and employees an idea of the practical application of Hilton’s mission, such as a blog-like presentation of the journey of Thrive Sabbatical winners for example (Otley, 2019).
Overall, it is vital to prevent privacy invasion or data sharing hence the importance for asking Team Members about their consent of participation in healthier lifestyles individually, and not to force it on them according to Oppenheim (2019).








6. Conclusion

In conclusion, it is clear that due to the hotel business being part of an industry that never halts, a high toll is set on employees regarding stress, workload and mental health hence there is a need for Human Resources and hotel management to decisively focus on employee health and wellbeing. In general, those organisations that make employee wellness a centric part of their business strategy are the most profitable and successful for sustainable employment.
It has been demonstrated that Hilton Worldwide is recognised as a global leader for employee engagement and wellbeing. Hilton are on a good path of taking care of their employees, which they have been focusing on for over one hundred years of existence. Nevertheless, like the nature of this industry itself, is the need for a more elevated, engaged and healthier environment relentless hence Hilton Worldwide must continue to thrive in becoming the “most hospitable company in the world” for guests and employees likewise.
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