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	Nothing short of a strike or fire can cost the house more than indifferent service. Hospitality managers must not only guard against lackluster service, but they must also learn to exceed customer expectations, not just meet them.

	


Service in the Hospitality Industry
The late, great novelist John D. MacDonald referred to his early work as “that good old stuff.”  I came across some of my good old stuff – from the HSMAI Management Review.  I think you’ll find it’s still on point 23 years after its original appearance in the Fall 1984 issue, and appropriate for audiences well beyond the hospitality industry.
In the same way that managers in other industries have failed to manage productivity, managers in the hospitality industry have failed to manage service. When they consider service directly, it is too often with a bias for complaint suppression rather than for service as a profit enhancer.

Service is more than an attitude. Service rendered is management philosophy in action, the physical and tangible expressions of commitment to a way of doing business. And in the highly competitive hospitality industry, managing to turn a customer service philosophy into customer-pleasing action puts profits on the bottom line.

Service means exceeding customer expectations, not just meeting them. When service is only as good as one expects (from reputation of the house or the prices charged), one leaves feeling satisfied, but not excited, not feeling special, and not likely to tell a friend.

The house is always a managed environment. A hotel is like a small city and a restaurant is an escape from reality that someone engineered, down to the plants, paneling, carpets, and costumes of the staff. When there is a lapse of service, a people-displeasing episode, the managed environment loses its illusions and the customer is slammed back into the reality of another in a long list of failed expectations. A customer treated badly retaliates against the house.

Customers treated badly vote with their feet.

In a recent episode, seven consultants attending an annual meeting in a New Jersey hotel planned to have a working dinner. One went to ask the maitre d’ if he could provide a table for seven. The maitre d’ responded, “Do all the men have jackets? Jackets are the most important thing, you know!” The consultant’s response?

“No, jackets aren’t the most important thing. Good food and good service are the most important things.” The group then elected to eat in the coffee shop for a grand total of $82 (tip included)), rather than spending four times that much in the dining room. Even people on expense accounts will vote for the house to lose.

The Two-Word Management Text
Everything hospitality managers need to know and to know how to do can be summed up in two words: expect and inspect!

Expect refers to the expectations managers have for each of their subordinates – to meet and exceed the needs and desires of customers/guests/clients. Inspect refers to the things the manager does to insure that his performance expectations are met. To paraphrase that New Jersey maitre d’, “Inspection is the most important thing!”
Relentless inspection is the hallmark of a good house. In her very effective ads, Leona Helmsley projects the image of an aggressive inspector, swooping down on her staff to discover small flaws, miniscule details that might detract from her guests’ pleasure. Possibly it is this “white glove behind the toilet bowl” approach to inspection that caused the Daily News to rank her as one of New York’s ten pushiest women.

On the other coast, working with a quiet diligence that has produced outstanding results, Stanford Court’s proprietor James Nassikas has forged new service standards for the industry. He reportedly makes daily tours of the entire property, greeting more that 300 staff by name, and greeting guests by name as well. He has said he has no interests other than raising the Stanford Court to even higher levels of excellence. One former manager, quoted in San Francisco (November ’83) described the Stanford Court as “Jim Nassikas’ personal work of art.” This is the stuff on which worldwide reputations are made.

The Triangular Compromise
The hospitality industry functions on the basis of three interconnected variables: levels of service provided, volume as a percent of capacity, and costs. Frequently, when costs go up, service goes down, and the house is in a nosedive spiral. Managers consume hours in meetings conspiring to save pennies while sloppy service turns dollars away by the thousands.
This is where philosophy—a clear understanding by all about what business the house is in—can save the day. An operating philosophy that provides clear direction gives managers a framework within which to solve problems and manipulate the three primary variables (and a host of local, situational variables) that affect profitability and other indices of managerial effectiveness.

In simple terms, one might expect Motel 6 managers to be driven by the imperative to provide clean, quiet rooms at a budget rate. “Clean” is probably the most active variable in that system, because at less than $20 per night, all guests can reasonably require is cleanliness and a firm bed.

The more upscale you go, the higher the guest’s expectations rise and the more variables enter into the managerial equation. J. W. Marriott, Jr. suggested the complexity of the equation when he described (Success, June ’82) what he looks for on an inspection tour:

How does the place look? Does it look good or is it run down? … How do the people look? Are they happy? Are they well-groomed? Are they wearing the right uniforms? Are they greeting guests pleasantly? Is the kitchen clean? How are sales? Is the manager on the job? Is he taking care of things? Does he know what’s going on … ? This is a business of a myriad of details. … I hope I can instill in the hearts and minds of the people who work for me that if these details are important enough for me to look after, they’re important for them, too.

A lesson to be learned from other industries is that attention to detail saves money; it’s cheaper to make small repairs rather than large. Likewise with people problems; it’s easier to make small corrections when employees are new than to break the bad habits management neglect produces. But such attention to detail only comes as the result of a managerial philosophy—and an action plan—that demands it.

With philosophy in place, the triangular compromises are easier to make. When sales begin to sag, look to the percentage of repeat business. If repeaters are declining, look to the level of service as the cause. Make follow-up calls to regulars to find out why they stopped returning. The answers may surprise you.

If costs are going up and sales are steady, department managers must be cautioned not to compromise levels of service in the quest for operating economies. Even at the bottom end of the service continuum, out on the highway in the truck stops and fast food emporiums where clean restrooms are important as good food, level of service must be a high priority. The image and reality of value received for dollar spent is keyed to level of service. The bottom line is managing at high levels of detail.

Getting in Control
The bigger the property, the larger the staff, the more control anxiety managers will experience. With automated accounting and inventory procedures and systems, managers can get volumes of data daily—but the data may be somewhat out of context. It can also trap the manager into spending excessive time inspecting reports instead of employees, public spaces, and other service-sensitive areas.

The only kind of control that makes sense is a fast feedback system. Fast feedback means the manager will be alerted quickly when something is not going well, providing an opportunity to make small corrections rather than having to launch a salvage campaign.

The kind of fast feedback managers need can only come from planning done at levels of detail that:

1. Give managers a clear picture of what department heads are doing.
2. Require department heads to be specific and explicit about the major steps/activities in their plans.
3. Identify major decision-making points in the plans (because there’s nothing in the hospitality industry that can’t be stopped—capital construction being the exception). 

4. Permit the manager to talk with department heads about specific performance issues. 

Managing at this level of detail can have a smothering effect unless the manager is able to build “comfort levels” with subordinates that permit candid, non-defensive problem solving and identifying opportunities. The tough issue here is to reorient department heads who have learned to “fake it” or “gut it through” or to “make it work somehow.” Department heads must find it comfortable to tell the manager when plans are going awry, and as early as possible. Building that comfort level could be a manager’s toughest chore. 

Stan Bromley, regional vice president and general manager of the Four Seasons Clift Hotel in San Francisco is said to be a master in this type of staff re-orientation. A former subordinate said, “Stan forces you to look at your job differently and, though I hate to admit it, causes you to do your job better. The man is a master motivator. He can turn an entire staff around in two months, and the fan mail from guests proves it.”

A Framework for Professionals
To the hard working, long suffering hospitality manager, running a complex operation in a complex economy, it is almost unfair to present Bill Marriott and Jim Nassikas as role models. People who own the house can be forgiven their obsessive preoccupation with its success. But how much less obsessive can the professional manager be? \ How many hours are enough, and how hard can managers push for that proverbial “job well done?”

Steve Denison, director of catering and conventions services at San Francisco’s Hyatt on Union Square, says, 

“Many managers work hard, but they tend to concentrate on things the guests don’t see. They worry about food costs, payroll taxes, and other back-of-the-house concerns to the extent that they don’t have time to train staff and to implement systems and policies oriented toward service. As in the case of the maitre d’ and the jackets, some service personnel treat guests quite stupidly because they rely on policy rather than concentrating on the guests and their needs. In my experience, the best managers work strictly from the guests’ point of view. They tend to be the most successful, and to make the house most profitable. 

And for the rest? “They had better get cracking,” Denison said. “As we move more toward a service economy, guests’ expectations are getting higher and there are going to be a lot of casualties in this industry if some of our people don’t wake up.”



Dr.  Sears is the author of the five management skills books in the Front Line Guide series released early in 2007 by HRD Press. You can find them described on his website. He appreciates the permission of the Hotel Sales and Marketing Association International Marketing Review, now celebrating its 25th year, to reprint this timeless article.
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