From the Headlines

Some generic structures occur so frequently that th
tools called "systems archetypes.”" This column is

at work in newspaper and magazine articles.

:{y have been identified as a generic set of
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Empowerment or
“Shitting the Burden?”

nation’s largest hotel chains

have loosened the reins on em-
ployees. The industry, which was badly
overbuilt in the 1980s, has had $16 bil-
lion in losses in the past three years and
desperately needs to cut costs while im-
proving service. One answer: Lay off
managers who used to supervise the
front-line staff, and give those employ-
ces authority to better serve customers.

“Critics say employee-sponsored lar-

gesse can be very costly, particularly if
workers are not given sufficient training
on how far to go to accommodate
guests. What’s more, these critics con-
tend, giving employees greater authority
to correct mistakes can be used to mask
deeper problems. ‘Hotel companies are

‘ ‘ I n the last few years, the
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using front-line employees for damage
control and calling it empowerment,’
says Chekitan Dev, assistant professor of
hotel marketing at Cornell University.”
(“Now Hotel Clerks Provide More
Than Keys,” The Wall Street Journal,
March 5, 1993)
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As hotels struggle to remain com-
petitive in the tough market of the
1990s, many are being forced to make
changes in their management structure
to lower costs and improve customer
service. Since the late 1980s, the num-
ber of hotel employees per room has de-
creased. According to the Wall Street
Jowmal article, in 1987 the hotel indus-
try had 87.5 employees per 100 rooms
compared to 81.5 employees in 1992.
And with fewer managers,
many of the day-to-day
hotel decisions are now
being delegated to support
workers.

With this shift in au-
thority, the ability to do
whatever it takes to satisfy
customers extends not only
to people at the front desk,

o A but to all hotel employees.
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Service Quality

A reliance on employees to solve service problems can take
attention away from long-term investments in service quality
(B2). Overtime, the high costs of satisfying customer complaints
may lead to cutbacks in quality service, leading to a new wave

of customer dissatisfaction (R3).

customer loyalty, from a
free terry-cloth robe to bill
write-offs for unhappy cus-
tomers. Recently, the
Fairmont Hotel paid over
$3,000 for clothes, toiletries

and other necessities for a Uruguayan
couple who accidentally had a bellman
place their luggage in another guest’s
rental car (which was headed for Or-
egon).

While employee “empowerment”
programs have been crucial to the suc-
cess of companies such as Wal-Mart,
Inc., oftentimes the only authority hotel
industry employees have is to satisfy dis-
gruntled customers. When the goal be-
comes pleasing the customer at any
cost, the focus is taken away from find-
ing a cost-effective and efficient way to
run the hotel, especially if employees
are given responsibility with little or no
training regarding appropriate resolu-
tions. The result: a potential “Shifting
the Burden” situation.

As is common in a “Shifting the Bur-
den” structure, the underlying problem
generates symptoms that demand atten-
tion, resulting in quick fixes to satisfy
disgruntled customers (see “Side-Effects
of Empowerment”). Over time these
short-term solutions begin to cause
more problems, which erode the hotel’s
ability to invest in long-term solutions.

In the hotel industry, the need to cut
costs and maintain quality service in or-
der to remain strong competitively has
led to workforce scale-downs and a shift
in power to front-line workers who can
respond to customer complaints more
quickly (B1). Empowering front-line
workers to provide quick fixes could,
however, take attention away from find-
ing ways to provide quality service up-
front at lower cost (B2). The focus
then becomes one of keeping customers
happy after-the-fact, regardless of the
expense. Employees may have little
comprehension of the bottom-line im-
pact of their actions, resulting in high
costs associated with damage control
(R3). This may eventually affect the
quality of overall service. Meanwhile,
the gradual erosion of service quality is
masked by happy customers, as well as
employees who presumably perform bet-
ter as a result of their increased author-
ity. However, if wages do not increase
along with responsibilities, a rise in em-
ployee resentment could occur. Over
time, this could jeopardize the very ser-
vice that empowerment programs were

intended to improve (R4). @
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