Managing people

Careers in the sunshine

Living and working on a tropical resort island can seem the perfect job. After all, the sun shines year-round, you can spend your spare time at the beach, have free use of the resort’s facilities and your meals and living expenses are subsidised, if not included in a salary package. 

The reality of island life can be vastly different, though. Tourism employers say the rate of staff turnover on island resorts—and at resorts in remote areas like Central Australia—is twice that of city hotels. Employee surveys also show that island hotel workers have greater morale problems than their city-based colleagues. Many complain of inadequate staff accommodation and of problems ranging from cabin fever to love affairs that go sour and turn nasty when those involved realise they still have to work together. 

But island holidays are accounting for a growing share of the tourism dollar, making the retention of good staff a critical issue for resorts. The human resources manager for P&O Australian Resorts, Ms Emma Hay, said island work was not as attractive to young people as it once was. ‘The island lifestyle, compared to ten years ago, is not as glamorous as it used to be,’ she said. ‘In the past, it was a lot easier to attract candidates with the lifestyle of living in a resort and the fact that you can save a lot of money. I think that’s attributable to not having access to the things you have in the city: shops, cafes and movies. The salaries are also a little bit lower in resorts (compared to city hotels).’ 

A year ago, P&O bought three Queensland islands—Dunk, Bedarra and Brampton—from Qantas, giving it six Australian properties. Ms Hay said the expansion had brought much corporate change and a lot of turnover of management at the former Qantas-owned properties. However, she said, P&O had confronted the issue of attracting employees by introducing free meals for management staff and heavily subsidised meals for other staff. It also reviewed salaries, upgraded some staff accommodation and offered staff greater access to recreational facilities and travel benefits. 

The isolation of island life normally means restricted access to career development opportunities. Queensland’s Hamilton Island moved to counter this problem by opening a hospitality school, which now offers a degree in Hospitality Management. The Bankers Trust-controlled island, employing 650 staff, already offers an accredited diploma in hospitality and operates a language school teaching French, Spanish, Japanese, German and Italian. 

Hamilton Island’s general manager, Mr Craig Davidson, said the training facility permitted people to fast-track their careers by providing an alternative to traditional university study, followed by years in a variety of jobs gaining appropriate experience. He said island resorts in Australia typically retained line-staff for three months, sometimes less. However, onsite accredited training had lifted Hamilton’s retention rate significantly above this level and had shown a positive effect on guest satisfaction levels and the property’s occupancy rate, which was about seventy-five per cent in 1998. 

Reflecting the challenges, resorts now spend large sums on staff accommodation. Hamilton Island recently allocated $5 million out of a $40 million resort-upgrade budget to new staff accommodation, although it no longer requires staff to live on the island. Many commute daily from the mainland town of Airlie Beach, a half-hour boat ride to the island. 

Source: C. Tolhurst, ‘The island in the sun no longer sells—unless it has a career path’, Australian Financial Review, 29 January 1999, p. 66.

Questions 

1. 
What recommendations would you make to enhance career development in hospitality contexts such as island resorts?

2.
Would a mentoring program be a useful strategy to implement for the staff at Hamilton Island resort?

