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The tourism and hospitality industry of the UK has gone through significant changes throughout recent years. Around 8% of the overall workforce is employed in the hospitality sector while 86% of them are employed in hotels, restaurants and pubs (Hutton, 2022). The restrictions ranging from hotel closure, limits on closure and opening hours, service rules etc. have made the hospitality industry of the UK see 21% lower output than in 2019, which also created an impact on the employee engagement level. While employee engagement deals with the people and their commitment towards the work of the company, the layoffs, furloughing changed immigration policies etc. have made the employees of this industry feel disengaged. According to Gallup’s 2022 report, only 9% of the workers in the UK feel enthusiastic in their workplace. To recover from this situation, employee engagement must be ensured in every stage of the employee lifecycle in the hotels. This study analyses the ways to engage the employees of a large hotel in the employee attraction, recruiting, appointing, developing and retaining stages of the employee life cycle. It also describes an appropriate engagement model to be implemented in the hotel so that employees feel motivated and are retained.
In 2019, the hospitality sector of the UK added up to approximately £66bn Gross Value in the economy while employing around 3 million people (Gov. uk, 2019). During covid-19 pandemic, this sector faced the biggest economic declines with low profits, business closures, low cash reserves etc. From January 2020 to 2021 the hospitality industry of the UK shrunk by 10% while the other business sectors fell by 7% (Mayes, 2021). All this shrinkage has led the hotel employees to be laid off or furloughed, creating a lower motivation to be in the industry. This employee disengagement is a warning sign to the human resources (HR) department of the hotel as they need to create a balance between company policies and employee expectations. Additionally, the changing trends in the hospitality sector regarding digitalisation, development of IT infrastructure, use of AI etc. have created a challenge for the HR department as they need to set up new strategies for the potential future (Asghar et al. 2021). To maintain employee engagement the HR department of a hotel needs to adopt sophisticated recruitment and onboarding process, and also needs to maintain a healthy and appreciative culture so that employees feel valued and needed. According to a study by Liu et al. (2022), organisational leadership, empowerment and a collaborative atmosphere have a positive impact on employee engagement. So, the role of HR has significant importance on the performance of the hotel.
As stated by Jung et al. (2021), job insecurity caused by economic and political issues such as changes in immigration rules and regulations for Covid-19, Brexit and Ukraine-Russia War etc. has reduced the engagement level of employees. 69% of the employees of the UK have responded that they stayed in their current job as they found it fulfilling and 66% of them told that, they would stay in a workplace where they find themselves accepted and recognised (Pwc insight, 2022). An engaged workforce feels an emotional commitment to the organisation and is likely to work hard to achieve its goals. They believe in the employer they work with and tend to go to extra mile to succeed for the company as well as his/her self. According to Gallup (2022), highly engaged employees are 18% more productive and help to get a 6% higher profit margin. So, to ensure employee engagement, the HR department of the hotel should focus on maintaining some key strategies- providing feedback and appreciation regularly, focusing on a direct relationship with the supervisor, enabling clear communication, showing a clear vision of the hotel’s goals and values etc. (Ali Ababneh et al. 2021).
These strategies can be implemented in different stages of the employee lifecycle where they deem appropriate. Employee lifecycle shows the important stages of an employee as they pass them chronologically. These steps concerning- attracting to apply, recruiting, onboarding, retaining, developing via training and separating from the company require different modes of engagement challenges and strategies (Turner, 2020). The first stage of the employee lifecycle is attracting potential applicants. This attraction can be via the current employees or by established reports about the company. Covid-19 has created job vacancies in several hotels due to the furloughing of employees between 2020-2021. Approximately 166,000 vacancies were there for all types of jobs in the hospitality sector in the UK (Carrillo-Tudela et al. 2022). As many of the furloughed employees are not coming back to the companies again, the creation of goodwill is important to attract new employees. For this, hotels can disclose the exclusive financial benefit scheme, appraisal, bonus policies etc. to attract employees. 
The next stage- recruitment is vital for any organisation that wants to be succeeded in the long run. The labour market of the hospitality industry in the UK has shrunk for the effects of Brexit and immigration policy changes. This industry lost around 200,000 international workers since the last quarter of 2019, creating the largest vacancy rates among all industries (Barnes, 2022). Many businesses, such as Hilton and Marriott now are recruiting employees who were furloughed at that time, many are searching for new skilled employees. The hotels should start to engage the employees from the start of the process. E.g., they should provide a straightforward job description, ask specific and right questions in the interview and make sure the organisational goals align with the goals of the employees. According to Dean and Hoff (2021), 77% of hospitality employees think of quitting their job. So, HR management needs to ensure that employees feel that the workplace is appreciative and open for communication. This will ensure that they start doing their job in a positive environment and can be a good way to make them engaged.
Onboarding is a stage where employees become well-adjusted to the organisational culture and structures. As the UK is one of the most supportive countries towards employee benefits based on furloughing benefits, CJRS etc. job security is comparatively better than in other European countries (Spencer et al. 2022). The HR department of the hotel should focus on creating a good first impression to make the employees feel valued. 69% of the employees like to stay with their current company for at least 3 years if they get an engaging onboarding (Turner, 2020). To ensure engagement at this stage, the supervisor of the respective employee can provide a dashboard that specifies roles and tasks. Additionally, a welcome party, occasional outside meet up with new employees etc. can make the employee feel welcome and happy. As the changing trend of the workplaces now needs new skill sets, the new employees seek to have an adaptive and diverse culture (Chang et al.. 2021). Engagement during onboarding can help them.
The next important stage of the employee life cycle is to develop the employees and enhance their capabilities. For achieving a skilled team, the HR department of the hotel needs to maintain one-to-one feedback, performance reviews, appraisal systems and meetings (Ntelopoulos, 2022). Employees that receive constructive criticism and feedback are more likely to gain deeper insights into their job. The confidence boost gained from the process makes them enthusiastic to achieve assigned goals. The development of AI, machine learning and digitalisation of works has made the hotels use more of them for training purposes. Hilton and Marriott use electronic training (e-training) for employees of different age and skill groups (Sigala, 2021). The increasing demand for work-from-home, remote learning, healthcare protocols etc. has made HR people more enthusiastic about using software and all. 
Retaining employees demand the most concern of the HR department as the UK’s hospitality industry has a low retention rate. Employee engagement was significantly hurt during Covid-19 and its repercussions can still be felt. The employee engagement level of the UK is 33 among 38 European countries, which is alarming (Webber, 2022). Engaged employees are 2.6 times less likely to switch jobs, which helps them to attain further experience in their field and lowers the turnover costs of the employees. So, the HR of the hotel should arrange some programs that connect employees on a more personal level. E.g., a staff engagement event can be a good way to make people more connected with each other. Informal game parties, costume parties etc. can make people feel free to communicate with each other (Prasongthan, 2022). This will create a tradition to celebrate events and help to organise social and team-building activities among the employees. 
The last stage of an employee’s life cycle is when they get separated from the company. This can be voluntary or involuntary. During the Covid-19 lockdowns, several big hotel chains had to cut their employee level. Hilton laid off around 2000 people and closed many operations in different locations (Nhamo et al. 2020). When laid off, they promised to rehire them when they starts activity as before and did so. So, their HR department did a good job in maintaining the employees’ motivation as they got a confirmation that this layoff is temporary. Similarly, Marriott and IHG also rehired their employees who were laid off or furloughed (Jia et al. 2022). To enable an engaging environment within the organisation and keep a memorable experience in mind, HR should conduct an exit interview to learn why the employee left the job. Another strategy can be to give a professional farewell and gift, which will help the company to be connected with the former employee. A lasting good impression may also help the hotel to get a recommendation as a good workplace.
The engagement strategies can be well explained by engagement models such as the IES model, Robinson model, Schmidt model, Penna’s model etc. (Nagori, 2022). These models point out the factors that may help the employees to feel motivated, connected and involved with their employers. As the hospitality sector of the UK is facing several changes in recent years due to number of political, economic and technological changes, the engagement factors must be aligned with these changes. An appropriate employee engagement model that addresses the current issue of the hospitality industry of the UK is the Robinson model. This model emphasises the feeling of being involved with the organisation and points out ten important factors to ensure it (Han et al. 2022). There are both financial and non-financial motivation factors pointed out in this model, the financial factors being- pay and benefits, appraisals and non-financial ones are- training facilities, communication, equal treatment regardless of gender and ethnicity, health and job safety, family orientation etc. To ensure a good relationship with the employees at different levels- from managers to front-desk employees, the HR department needs to maintain a good balance between these two types of factors. The UK economy has seen a 3% increase in the cost of income while the Russian invasion of Ukraine has spiked energy prices (Reenen, 2022). The country’s GDP is predicted to be lower in 2023 while talking about supply reforms regarding labour and materials. So, keeping employees engaged in the hotel sector will be a tough job to do.
Despite economic and political turmoil caused by Brexit, Covid-19 etc. the labour market of the UK was recovering itself and appointing back the employees who were furloughed before. However, the Russian invasion of Ukraine has put the country to adopt drastic changes in immigration, energy and other policies which made the industry lose a lot of immigrant employees. Therefore, employee lifecycle maintenance is one of the most crucial jobs for hoteliers to retain the current workforce and make them feel engaged. Though the UK government has already tried to help this industry through retention schemes, furloughing policies etc. during Covid-19 pandemic, organisation-level strategies are to be proposed based on the financial and non-financial strength of the hotel. Using technology, various costs can be reduced, while work-from-home can lower the usage of the power of the hotel. But the nature of the hospitality industry will not leave much scope to work from a remote place. What the HR department can do is to make a balance between the financial and non-financial factors to make the employees feel recognised and valued. A properly functioning engagement policy may help to retain employees while reducing the turnover and recruitment cost of the employees and in effect may increase the profit of the organisation.
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