Where is the Passion & Pride in service?

By James Mills

Having worked as an independent hospitality operations and management consultant for the past ten years, and having had the opportunity of visiting and consulting numerous establishments around South Africa, over the past year I have become concerned about the poor quality and low standard of customer service and the lack of adequate professional skills now being found, writes James Mills.
Such things should  be second nature to every person who works in the hospitality industry, to make every guest’s or customer’s stay a memorable occasion.

It seems to me that passion for one’s job and providing outstanding service to people has waned in hotel, guesthouse, lodge and restaurant staff. What has happened to the sparkle and excitement that was so prevalent in the waitresses, receptionists, front-of- house managers and bartenders of old? Where are the smiling faces, warm welcomes and people just waiting to be of service to people staying or dining out?

2010 is approaching rapidly and thousands of international visitors are expected to come to South Africa. What will be their expectations of the people in the hospitality business? Will they find the professional and efficient service they are used to in other parts of the world, in our country? Or will they have to endure glum, unfriendly service staff, laid-back attitudes, lack of attention and lack-lustre service with a “who cares what they think?” view? This is an embarrassment to our country. We subscribe to being “proudly South African” but how many really burn with true pride because they have the great privilege of meeting new people and serving them? How many have a genuine desire to make their brief holiday a magical moment that will long be remembered?

It is not uncommon at many places to find employees bunched together talking amongst themselves and ignoring the approaching customer or guest, or not noticing that a diner wants some attention. It is bad manners and disrespectful to the hands that are feeding a business for employees to disregard people who should be treated with royal service and made to feel at home.

Part of my work and contribution to the industry is unlocking the hidden skills potential of employees in the hospitality sector and developing them into service-oriented ambassadors for the establishment and our country. It gives me pleasure to watch people grasping the knowledge and practical skills to become truly professional and competent servers to other people. It boosts the self-esteem and confidence of many who are hesitant to take a leap into the unknown for fear of failing. And at the end of the day it produces benefits to guests and customers of hospitality businesses that continue long after they have left satisfied.

While it is easy for blame to be cast at the employees in the front line of serving the public for their bad attitudes and inferior standards of service, one should not forget that maybe the owners of establishments should take a greater measure of blame for the inhospitable and horrible experience. 

In my travels I am sometimes astounded and disturbed by the attitude of some proprietors and their managers towards their workers; they are interested only in the profits and turnover at the end of each day. They don’t see the damage caused by complaints about the staff or service or quality of accommodation or food. These owners and managers demonstrate just why their workers under-perform, and cannot serve people properly. They are not interested in having their employees trained and skilled because it costs money; they refuse to buy decent uniforms for their staff to enhance the image of the business because it costs money; they will take on people only too willing to have any sort of job who will not complain about the low pay they will receive or the long hours they will work, or the verbal abuse that will flay their ears, when they don’t listen or carry out poorly communicated instructions. Then they wonder why they do not stay in business for long or why they have a high staff turnover!

Around the country there are many hospitality establishments that are in dire need of a complete revamp and turnaround– new procedures, new vision, new goals, new employees, new direction and focus, new equipment, new skills and training, new management and even new owners. These businesses will need to get their act together if they are going to satisfy the international visitors’ expectations in 2010 and continue in business thereafter.

Skills training and development of employees are vital today for the successful, profitable and efficient operation of any business, more especially in the hospitality industry. Wise hospitality establishment owners have proved this by the growing popularity of their establishments, the number of return visits by guests and customers, the need to expand their premises, the volume of compliments and accolades received and by increased profit.

I came across the following statement not so long ago and it impacted on me to share it with Tattler readers. I do not know who said it, but it amplifies the points I am making: “Trade and commerce is built on the fundamental principle of one person exchanging what he or she does well for what someone else does well. Although the reality of business is far more complex today, the principle of exchange is as relevant now as it was thousands of years ago. The only variation is that your production is exchanged for money and you in turn exchange that money for the things you need and want”. 

Sound, good, well managed, profitable hospitality establishments are founded on sound, good, well trained, dedicated professional, skilled, enthusiastic, passionate employees, respected by their employers and guests. When I enter an establishment with this kind of people I immediately know that I am going to have a great experience and will have little or no latitude to complain. They are proud of what they do and make me proud for what they do! These are the people South Africa needs to give our visitors an experience to be remembered for the welcome, hospitality, service and professional attention they received while they were in our land. Certainly, we will not have to hang our heads in shame.

I close with an encouragement to the owners, management and employees of hospitality businesses to:

· Be powerful in your own accomplishments.

· Strive to achieve extraordinary heights and results.

· Use your time effectively to further your 
knowledge and skills whenever there is opportunity

· Value the contribution you are making for the growth and survival of the establishment.

· Identify and use your strengths and the 
strengths of your people.
And above all understand that investing in people and skilling them is not a waste of time or money - it is the very foundation for sustaining the life and survival of any business.

James Mills is a hospitality management consultant and a work skills advisor based in Pietermaritzburg.
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