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The anticipation that comes with opening day can be
overwhelming. Your entire off-season was spent plan-
ning and preparing to once again open the gates to
thousands of guests who want to relax and have fun. A
carefree day for them is anything but carefree for you.
Your park is ready. Your guests are ready. Is your staff
ready?

Most leaders in the hospitality industry site their
employees as their number one asset. They are the ones
who serve the guests, keep them safe and
make sure they want to come back and
visit again. In many respects, the entire
reputation of your company is in the
hands of a young, inexperienced
employee who won’t be employed with
the company five months from now.
Inherent in this situation are a number of
challenges, but also opportunities.

As we look at an employees’ experience,
or “lifecycle,” as it happens in a seasonal
business, there are three distinct time
periods to focus on: Pre-employment,
employment and post-employment. You
might say: Wait a minute—what else is
there besides these three? Nothing, and
that’s the point. The problem comes when
we don’t look at them all together. 

Each period is significant in the devel-
opment of your staff, and each needs a
strategic plan to make sure it is as effec-
tive as possible. Additionally, they all
need to relate and connect to one
another. What happens during the hiring
process is just as important as how we
treat them during the season. Similarly, how we handle
the post-employment relationship is equally vital to our
success the following season in making a solid hiring
decision. They are all connected, and should be thought
of as one process with three parts rather than three sep-
arate entities.

Pre-Employment Phase
For our purposes here, I will define this as any time

BEFORE an applicant or potential employee steps onto
your property for their first work assignment (including
company orientation/training.) This includes recruiting,
the application process, interviewing, making the
employment offer, etc. 

One of the biggest dilemmas right now is what to do
about social media and social networking sites during the

hiring process. Do we use them to help
weed out potential trouble-makers, or is
that an invasion of privacy? According to
Jobvite’s 2010 social recruiting survey
(http://recruiting.jobvite.com/news/press-
releases/pr/jobvite-social-recruiting-survey-
2010.php), 83 percent of companies sur-
veyed already use or plan to use social
recruiting as a hiring tool in the coming
year. Unfortunately, the law and many
company policies have not caught up to
technology, which leaves us in some
uncharted territory. 

While the information we can obtain from
social networking sites can probably seem
useful, using sites such as Facebook opens us
up to knowing more than we should about
an applicant. Items like race, religion and
gender are protected classes under Title VII
of the Civil Rights Act, and cannot, in
anyway, be used to determine if a person
should be hired, fired or disciplined. By
looking at a site like Facebook, you could
uncover all of those things and more, which
could lead to an unfair hiring decision. 

So what do you do? One practice (and it’s not a bad one) is
to avoid the social networking sites altogether. It may seem
“old school” but it is also safe. Focus instead on behavioral
interviewing techniques (which will be discussed later) and
hiring for attitude and demeanor, rather than skill. 
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If you are going to use a site like Facebook to learn more about your
potential employees, it’s a good idea to have a plan in place and get the
advice of trusted legal counsel before implementing such a plan. One sug-

gestion that many people have adopted is to have a third party
look at the page (i.e. Facebook page)—someone who will not be
conducting the interview or making recommendations on
whether or not to hire this person. This way, if that person hap-
pens to uncover that the applicant has a certain disability or
religious affiliation, they would NOT pass that on to you.

Even with all of the information you can find out online, you still
have to do your due diligence and interview your applicants. If done
correctly, this is where you can really get a sense of someone’s past
behavior, which is always the best indication of future behavior.

Using a technique called behavioral interviewing, you can get
examples of real world situations that a person has gone
through and how they handled it. Even if this is their first job,

everyone has experience dealing with something. If they are a stu-
dent, they have experience dealing with deadlines, interpersonal rela-
tionships and quality of work—all things you need to know about to make
an effective hiring decision. 

So what does a behavioral interviewing question sound like? It will ask
the applicant to recall a time when they faced a certain type of situation
and describe how they handled it. Here are some examples:

• Describe a time when you had a disagreement with your teacher or another
student. What was the situation and how did you handle it?
• Tell me about a time when you had to get a lot of things done in a short
period of time. What did you do to make sure everything got done?
• Tell me about a time you went out of your way to be nice to someone. What
did you do and how did they react?

In the service/hospitality industry, that last one is crucial. If they can’t
come up with an example, even something simple, you might find that
they don’t have the service attitude that you are looking for. Remember
that skills can be taught, and you probably already have a training plan
in place to train a lifeguard or cashier. It’s MUCH more difficult to train
someone to provide outstanding service if that is not how they are wired.

Employment Phase
The employment phase begins as soon as the switch is made from applicant

to employee. Your new folks are on payroll, they are scheduled for training
and the fun begins!

Looking back at all the companies and teams I have worked for, if there
was one thing that spelled doom right out of the gate, it was not having
clearly defined, well explained and consistently enforced standards. It
sounds simple, but being able to clearly articulate your standards to new
hires, and then being able to show that they really do apply in the “real
world” can truly be the difference between success and failure.

To pass the litmus test of clearly defined standards, ask yourself: “What
does this look like?” If you can describe specific actions someone would
take, then it’s clearly defined. If you can’t, you’ve got some work to do
before your new employees arrive.

For example, many facilities say that outstanding guest service is a top pri-
ority for them. That’s great, but telling that to a new hire by saying, “now go
be nice to people” just won’t work, and will create a lot of confusion. Without
being able to articulate the specific behaviors you are looking for, your
employees will fill it in with whatever their definition happens to be. 

Once you get all the right people on board and they clearly understand
your vision and expectation, your job is not finished. A common trend
that I have seen (whether we admit it to ourselves or not) is that once the
season starts rolling, there is a little bit of a let down on our part in terms
of employee development. They have been through training and should
know what to do, so we can check that off the list, right? Wrong. While
you do deserve a break after all the work it took to get the park open, this
is also when your employees need you the most. The first few weeks are
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very influential, and if bad habits start now, you will
spend the rest of the season trying to undue the damage.

In some ways, this is like going on a trip. There is a lot
of preparation and planning in the beginning to make
sure it goes as smoothly as possible. At no time, though,
would you stop steering the car, would you? You may
have a map or a GPS, but the car still needs input from
you to get where it’s going. Even driving on a straight
road, we are constantly making adjustments to make
sure we stay on target. Your employees are no different. 

Especially early on, your employees need feedback and
guidance to make sure they are applying your policies and
rules correctly, and that they are upholding all the things
you told them about during their first few days of orienta-
tion. Whether your orientation/onboarding is 3 hours or 3
days, you have set the stage for what your employees will
go through during the season. The easiest way to under-
mine that is to assume that everything taught to them is
retained. Most people need a healthy amount of repetition
to develop a new skill or even adapt to a new environment.
This is no time to stop paying attention.

Effective feedback, whether the behavior is above or below
your standards, needs to contain a few critical elements.
First, you will need to state the specific behavior that you
observed. Next you will want to communicate how that
behavior impacted others, i.e. the guests, a fellow employee
or the company. Here are a few examples:

• “Tara, I noticed how you stepped in and helped with the
in-service training today. That really helped our new
guards understand the topic and I am sure they all bene-
fited from your experience.”
• “Dan, I saw you take your eyes off the water for an
extended period of time while talking to another guard.
You never know when something is going to happen in the
water, and those few seconds could literally be the differ-
ence for a guest.”

In both examples, the employees were told about specific
behaviors that either went above or fell below the stan-
dards of the company. They also heard that you observed
these behaviors, which means you were watching their
progress and cared enough to tell them about it.

To keep up morale and to avoid mid-season burnout,
many companies turn to incentive programs to provide a
much-needed boost to their employees. These can be great
short-term measures to keep employees fresh and focused
on your business when used effectively. Here are some
things that tend to derail a well-intentioned program:

• Not administered fairly. Equal effort and results should
be rewarded and recognized equally. Treating people the
same if their behavior is not the same isn’t fair.
• Rewards not tied to standards. Like feedback, the
rewards and recognition given needs to tie back to the
company standards. The relationship between an
employee’s behavior and company’s performance cannot
be understated. Build ownership by communicating their
worth to the company with more than a paycheck.
• The program is started too late, or not accompanied by
ongoing feedback. If you wait for morale to slip before
starting your program, you will be working twice as hard just
to try to get back to your normal levels of performance.
Similarly, if the program is the only means of communi-
cating an employee’s value, it can seem petty or not genuine.

If you haven’t already, take some time during the off-season
to determine how you will administer this in a fair manner. 

Post Employment Phase
The season is over or winding down and your

employees are leaving for school or other jobs. You now
have to determine who you want to invite back for the
next season. Evaluating all those people at once is as
overwhelming as opening day. So don’t do it.

Remember back when you were providing feedback
throughout the season and tying it back to your com-
pany standards? An equally important part of that
process is to document the actions you saw (positive and
needing improvement) so you can refer to it later. As
great as your memory might be, you will never
remember every incident that happened throughout the
season. Document it so you don’t have to.

A quick tool to do this is an “I remember when” form.
Multiples can easily be copied and cut down to size so that
your leaders can take a stack with them each morning.
When something happens, they can jot down a quick note
about the specific action or behavior (just like when giving
verbal feedback) and put it in the employee’s file later that
day. It’s quick and simple, and now you have all sorts of
concrete documentation to base your evaluations on.

The “surprised me” heading refers to things done that
would be below your standards. “Impressed me” indi-
cates going above your standards, or performing at a
consistently high level for an extended period of time.

Conclusion
You have probably noticed that we spent the majority of

our time focusing on the pre-employment phase—making
sure we have the right people coming in the door. Often,
that is half the battle but as stated previously, we cannot
let our guard down once the season is underway.
Consistent feedback and recognition are essential to
ensure your staff is performing at a very high level. With
those encounters documented, you have a better idea of
who should come back the next year, which makes the
hiring process that much easier.
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