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In September of 1990, I was in the final stages of my application process to join one of the world’s most renowned hotel companies, Marriott. My challenge would be to take the helm of a problematic hotel with service issues and put it back on track for Marriott’s standards of excellence. The final interview was with a Vice President at the corporate headquarters in Bethesda, Maryland and I was on pins and needles, to say the least. As the interview came to a close, the VP had one final question: “Craig, who would you say are the most important people in your hotel?” “The customers”, I announced with enthusiasm, thinking that I had slam-dunked that one. My interrogator leaned forward on his elbows, looked me straight in the eye and informed me that I would never be successful with their company if that was my attitude. I got the job anyway but I have never forgotten that conversation or what I learned about my “true” customers during the ensuing years. 

One of the secrets of truly great managers is that they understand that their role is to take care of the employees first and then the employees will take better care of the customer. Think about it. When staff members have needs that are not being met by management, discontent and complacency set in and lower morale. Unhappy employees very seldom go above and beyond the call of duty to give the customer a stellar experience. When service complaints arise, management typically finds the person “at fault” and verbally coaches them about the importance of working harder and making sure the customer is always right; then documenting their personnel file in case it happens again. It does not take a rocket scientist to figure out where this scenario is headed. 

Why is it that we do a great job in our businesses of taking care of machinery, inventory and merchandise and we all but ignore the needs of our people? In most industries, people are the number one resource and payroll is one of the highest (if not the single highest) expense item in the budget. It is your staff who depicts the values of your company to the public, so why not do all you can to ensure that they are cared for. In my hotel management days, I subscribed to a management philosophy that I called MBWA (Management By Walking Around). All this meant was that I journeyed throughout the hotel on a regular basis and asked my staff how they were doing and what they needed from me. The desired effect was for them to have the tools and support they needed to do their jobs well. 

Here is the bottom line: if you do a great job of taking care of your staff, they will be sufficiently motivated to take care of your customers. In a world of heavy handed corporate demands and threatened layoffs, who wouldn’t work their rear end off to keep a job where they actually felt appreciated? I guess it is a bit of a conundrum, but if managers make the employee first in their mind, then the customer really does come first in the end. 
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