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BREAKING THE MOULD: TALENT MANAGEMENT  

IN AN EVER EVOLVING INDUSTRY 
By Thomas Mielke 

 

he hospitality sector has increasingly become fragmented – throughout 
the past decades, the industry has been shaped by the changes in 
ownership and by the heightened degree of specialisation, innovation 

and the emergence of new business models and market players. At the same 
time, society at large is undergoing a major shift as Baby Boomers exit the work 
force, handing over the reins to Generation X and the Millennials. Many studies 
highlight that this new workforce has a completely different set of values – work-
life balance is high on the list of priorities and being “fulfilled” and “engaged” is 
critical.  

Arguably, traditional ‘linear’ career models have become almost obsolete as a 
consequence of both the changes in the industry and society. It is therefore 
disheartening that many organisations cling to dated talent management SOPs. 
Above all, the focus still appears to be on retention and retention only. Yet, given 
the fragmented nature of the industry and the thirst of today’s workforce for 
mental stimulation and continuous career progression, it appears that a new 
way of thinking is required to develop a sustainable talent pool. Going forward, 
human capital strategies may need to be re-engineered and firms may have to 
adopt a more inclusive and collaborative talent management program – 
resulting, for example, in “open source” talent pools or employee exchange 
programs.  

The article is merely intended as food-for-thought and perhaps a wake-up call 
for the industry - the hospitality sector prides itself on streamlining processes, 
coming up with new culinary experiences or creating the most memorable 
overnight stays; yet, it easily forgets to also follow through on the promise of 
innovation in the area of human resources and talent management.  
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BREAKING THE MOULD: TALENT MANAGEMENT IN AN 
EVER EVOLVING INDUSTRY

efore elaborating on how one might “rework” 
talent management programs so to better 
address the needs of today’s workforce in the 

context of an ever changing work environment, 
consider the following: 

“IT IS EASY TO COME UP WITH 
NEW IDEAS; THE HARD PART IS 
LETTING GO OF WHAT WORKED 
FOR YOU TWO YEARS AGO, BUT 
WILL   SOON   BE   OUT   OF   DATE” 

ROGER VON OEACH 
(CREATIVITY THEORIST) 

Roger’s quote underscores a key issue that keeps 
professionals and executives around the globe from 
advancing further. It confronts the common notion of 
“if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it”. Yet, sometimes it is helpful 
to disregard or completely discard what we know. In 
doing so, we allow ourselves to have a fresh look at 

situations and hopefully engineer solutions that better 
meet our needs than what we previously had in place. 
Yet, lately it seems that innovation, in particular within 
the HR department, has come to a standstill. Many are 
thinking alike and few appear to be challenging best 
practices - presumably operating under the 
assumption that the holy grail of talent management 
has been found: retention.  

In light of the much talked about “war for talent”, 
retention makes sense. It costs a lot of money and 
resources to train employees so to try and keep the 
best of them appears logical. Yet, in an industry which 
unlike many others really does employ a truly global 
and mobile workforce, and considering the traits and 
values of today’s workers, how can the concept of 
retention become the be-all and end-all of talent 
management? Gen X and the Millennials are eager to 
quickly progress within their careers, they are 
independent, detached and disinterested in traditional 
roles and career models – a talent management 
program grounded in the principle of retention seems 
disjointed.

 

 

 

here are three major shifts within the industry 
and the workforce as a whole that drive the 
growing need for transformation within the HR 

department and the relationship between business 
leadership and HR professionals. Considering each on 
a case by case basis, it is subsequently questioned 
whether there are no other talent management tools 
beyond the established that are worthwhile applying. 

The formation of a fragmented industry  

Throughout the past few decades, the hotel and 
hospitality industry have undergone a major transition 
– one of the key drivers behind this transformation has 
been the separation of bricks and mortar from the daily 
operations of the business. 

“The new kids on the block” 
       

The new players entering the market were first and 
foremost companies with agendas different from the 
operators. Private equity firms, pension or investment 
funds saw an opportunity in the steady returns of the 
hotel operations and an interesting upside potential in 
the underlying value of fixed assets – i.e. the real 
estate. This new ownership transformed the landscape 
and was probably one of the most significant factors in 
driving change within the industry – it led to an 
increased specialisation, allowing each party to focus 
on what it does best: 

On the one hand, under increased pressure of 
ownership to provide higher returns on investment, 
operators further streamlined their operations and 
continued to experiment with new concepts and ideas 
to set themselves apart from competition. New brands 
were created and non-core services at times 
outsourced which in turn sparked a plethora of highly-
specialised intermediaries (e.g. marketing and 
representation companies, distribution partners).  

On the other hand, ownership started to capitalise on 
its financial prowess to acquire complementary assets 
and brands or to develop new markets and thereby 
create a platform allowing for greater synergy and 
higher degrees of operational efficiency. At its 
extreme, this led to investors suddenly becoming 
hospitality experts themselves and consequently 
deciding to set up their own operational teams – 
thereby circumventing the traditional hotel brands.  

The increasingly fragmented industry has had a 
number of effects: as a consequence of the structural 
changes, countless new types of employment 
opportunity and career path got created. At the same 
time, firms were increasingly looking for cross-sector 
industry experience – after all, understanding your 
business partner is one way of securing a more 
successful working relationship. 
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The drive for innovation 

After decades of valuing (at times in fact celebrating!) 
traditions, the past few years have also seen the dawn 
of a new era of innovation within the hospitality industry 
– not only on the product side but also within board 
rooms where out-of-the-box thinking has led to new 
business models and innovative strategies. 

“In with the new, out with the old” 
       

Technological advances are behind many of the 
novelties that have altered the hospitality sector. The 
computing industry and the wide-spread use of the 
Internet have allowed for companies such as Expedia, 
Tripadvisor or AirBnB to flourish. These firms have now 
become an integral part of the industry. These Internet-
based companies have also created demand within the 
sector for hitherto ‘unknown’, highly-specialised 
worker types. Also, perhaps most importantly so, it has 
created demand for experts in both fields – individuals 
who understand the service-driven business model of 
the operators as well as the intricacies and nuances of 
the fast-paced, trend-setting online community. 

Innovation, though, can come in many different shapes 
and sizes - hotel operators and investors, for instance, 
have begun to also tap into new markets by creating 
brands or business models that better service the 
needs of well-defined target groups. These newly 
developed hybrid-concepts have sprung up all over the 
world – examples include serviced apartments (e.g. 
Adina), private members clubs (e.g. Soho House), 
lifestyle budget hotels (e.g. Sleeperz), hostels 
(e.g. Meininger Hotels) or student 
housing (e.g. Campus Crest).  

Equally, it seems that there has been 
a greater overall openness towards 
the creation of joint-ventures 
between separate but 
complimentary sectors. It would 
appear that the stakeholders 
involved in the industry have come to 
realise that sometimes 1+1 really does 
equal 3. The combined power and 
reach, for example, of the joint-venture 
between the Las Vegas-based MGM and the 
high-end restaurant company Hakkasan owned by an 
Abu Dhabi-based investment company is palpable. 
Similarly, a number of high-end fashion labels such as 
LVMH, Armani or Ferragamo started licencing-
agreements or set up their own hospitality division, in 
order to harness and capitalise on their brand 
recognition. Tommy Hilfiger has followed suit with the 
acquisition of the Raleigh, and it probably is only a 
matter of time before we all stay at an iHotel by Apple. 

With regards to the job market, this has meant that the 
industry developed a greater need for individuals who 
are multi-facetted strategists, generalists as well as 
savvy all-rounders. Also, in a social media-enabled 
world where news (and reviews) travels faster than we 

could ever have imagined, it is not surprising to note 
that getting it right the first time around and managing 
your reputation has become key – cross-sector 
experience and employing someone ‘in the know’ with 
a strong understanding for the JV-partner’s business 
has therefore significantly picked-up.  

The emergence of a new workforce 

Today’s employment market is looking radically 
different to that of a decade ago. Aside from the 
obvious changes in the economic environment and the 
already laid out structural changes within the hospitality 
industry, it is the generational shift or hand-over of the 
Baby Boomers to Gen X and the Millennials which is 
reshaping the work environment. 

“It’s all about personal fulfilment and 
individuality” 

       

This year, the youngest of the Baby Boomers will turn 
60 – an age at which in some parts of the world they 
may have already retired. Gen X, those born roughly 
between the mid-1960s to the early 1980s, is already in 
full swing and well established and integrated into 
today’s workforce. As a group, the most marked 
difference to the previous generation is that it no longer 
aspires to a ‘job for life’. Employees belonging to Gen 
X count amongst the most highly educated workforce 
– they seek a better work-life balance, are tolerant and 
open-minded and no longer mere “followers” of 
authority figures. Instead, they enjoy their individual 

freedom and want to make a difference (see also 
“Anticipating a Social Media Rebirth” by 

Keith Kefgen and James Houran, Ph.D.).  

Similarly, the Millennials (those born 
between the mid-1980s and the early 
2000s) have now started to enter the 
workforce. It is the first generation 
which has grown up with the Internet 
and the mobile phone – not 
surprisingly, as a group, the 

Millennials are used to having 
everything ‘at their finger-tips’ and have 

developed a strong confidence in 
themselves. They are fast paced and value 

independence and individuality. At the same time, 
though, the Internet has created a sense of a global 
community - consequently, the Millennials are also very 
engaged and open-minded.  

Both these generations have one thing in common: 
they have very high expectations from their job. Their 
careers are supposed to allow them to lead the lives 
they want without having to sacrifice their own wishes 
for freedom, fulfilment and individuality. As a workforce 
both Gen X and the Millennials are therefore less 
‘accepting’ of traditional role models and they are said 
to be less attached to institutions and their work place. 
Many research studies consequently predict frequent 
job changes and a surge in freelancing. 

”the past couple of years 
have … seen the dawn of a 
new era of innovation within 
the hospitality industry – not 
only on the product side but 
also within board rooms 
where out-of-the-box 
thinking has led to new 
business models and 
innovative strategies”
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iven the work environment of the 21st century 
traditional ‘linear’ career models have become 
an endangered species, if not extinct. Whilst 

the structural changes within the sector have resulted 
in the creation of new career opportunities and job 
profiles, ‘pulling’ employees towards them, the socio-
demographic changes have resulted in employees 
‘pushing’ for new jobs and career paths to be created. 

Retention vs ‘open source’ talent pools 

From a talent management perspective, this has a 
number of consequences. One of the questions that 
need answering is whether or not one is willing to 
‘break down the barriers’ between the different 
industry stakeholders and whether ‘working alongside 
rather than against each other’ would not result in 
better and more satisfactory outcomes for employers 
and employees alike. One might ask whether a focus 
on retention is necessarily the best for everyone 
involved. 

“Learning to let go” 
       

The concept of retention is to focus on building 
internal benchstrength. It relies on identifying and 
retaining the best and brightest and is typically 
supported by programs that focus on engagement, 
learning and development. To date, organisations 
have hence been closely guarding their talent. They 
spend significant resources to train and retain staff.  
They develop programs for individuals to be 
increasingly exposed to different layers within an 
organisation in order to ultimately allow them to 
gradually move up the ranks and at some point 
assume a senior managerial function – but what 
if employees are not looking for this sort of 
a career? What if they thrive on the idea 
of applying their knowledge 
elsewhere, in an environment which 
is completely unchartered territory 
for them?  

Also, is any one organisation really in 
the best position to allow its 
employees to develop all the 
different skills needed to succeed in 
today’s fragmented industry? Is there 
not value in gaining experience with a 
competing organisation or a firm which 
focuses on a different business vertical than your own?  

It more and more looks like the concept of retention, 
however selective a firm is in choosing its best and 
brightest, is not necessarily beneficial in the long-run 
for either party involved or the industry as a whole. 
Perhaps the time has come to loosen the tight grip of 
the corporate world on its employees and proactively 
encourage them to seek new experiences elsewhere. 
Consider the scenario that unfolded last year at Four 
Seasons Hotels & Resorts when the firm’s principal 
shareholder ousted Kathleen Taylor, a protégé of the 

company’s founder Isadore Sharp, and replaced her 
with Allen Smith – although a graduate of Cornell’s 
School of Hotel Administration, he is primarily a real 
estate and finance executive who was previously CEO 
of Pramerica Real Estate Investors Ltd and held 
positions in asset management, corporate finance and 
portfolio management. Kathleen Taylor on the other 
hand is a long-time employee of Four Seasons who 
grew up throughout the ranks, holding positions as 
COO, General Counsel and EVP Corporate Planning 
and Development. Would you have taken the same 
decision? 

There are obviously a large number of factors that 
influence the selection process – in Four Seasons’ 
case, its potential IPO and its planned expansion plans 
(requiring a lot of liaison and interaction with 
shareholders, developers and real estate owners) 
have probably called for someone who better 
understands an investor’s mentality. Although the 
incumbent Kathleen Taylor had much going for her, 
Allen Smith’s strong background in finance and real 
estate probably presented a more interesting match. 
In fact, in an interview earlier this year with the Globe 
and Mail, he was quoted saying that “owners are 
fundamental to our strategy […] They need to feel we 
are exceptional stewards of the assets we manage. 
That means understanding their investment 
objectives, thinking long-term and really engaging 
them as asset manager in addition to being 
extraordinary hoteliers.” 

“Closing the gap” 
       

Other organisations are making similar choices to Four 
Seasons – specifically for positions at very senior level. 

Accor, for example, tried to find stability by 
bringing on board Sebastien Bazin as 
CEO – someone who intricately 

understands the business but who 
can also bring to the table a different 
perspective; that of the investor. 
Starwood Hotels & Resorts 
appointed Frits Van Paaschen as 
CEO in 2007 – whilst an industry 
outsider, his background with 

consumer-focused global brands 
such as Disney and Nike and his long-

term tenure at the strategic consultancy 
firm McKinsey has surely been a key factor in 

the continued success and expansion of (the brand-
driven) Starwood Hotels & Resorts.  

Yet, there seems to be a disconnect between what 
employers want and what they allow their employees 
to become. In the future, how will companies ever be 
able to hire someone with as varied a background as 
that of Allen Smith if all firms within the sector only 
focus on their own short-term urgency of retention, 
constantly luring professionals to stay and thereby 
limiting the employees’ exposure? To close this gap, it 
is time for companies not to be afraid of letting go of 

G 

”Whilst the structural 
changes […] have resulted in 
the creation of new career 
opportunities and job 
profiles, ‘pulling’ employees 
towards them, the socio-
demographic changes have 
resulted in employees 
‘pushing’ for new jobs and 
career paths to be created.”
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their employees and a proactively encourage them to 
seek new experiences elsewhere. Companies have to 
create new leadership paths and accept that (some of 
them) may lead to employees leaving the firm.  

Would an operator of hotels under management 
contract not benefit from employing someone who has 
previously been working with an owner-operator? 
Would a VP of Asset Management with a private equity 
firm not perform better in his/her job if s/he had prior 
exposure to, and experience with, the brands that 
operate the hotels of the portfolio s/he oversees? Is it 
not beneficial for Kevin Jacobs, Hilton Worldwide’s 
Chief Financial Officer, to have previously held the 
function of SVP Merger & Acquisitions and Treasurer 
for Fairmont Raffles Hotels International and spent 
seven years working with Host Hotels & Resorts and 
gained experience with PricewaterhouseCoopers – 
surely valuable years that helped him to successfully 
manage the expectations of Blackstone and 
subsequently handle the firm’s IPO? 

To date, companies have focused on retention in order 
to secure future talent pools and build up a talent 
pipeline. At times, this approach still works – yet, the 
changes in the industry and in the expectations of 
employees call for a different course of action. Firms 
should therefore start thinking today about how they 
will ensure access to talent in the future – ‘clinging on’ 
to current staff will no longer cut it. Recruiting from 
outside the firm has always been one way to continue 
replenishing a firm’s talent pool and better address the 
needs of today’s work environment. Alternatively, 
though, companies may want to start considering 
temporary employee exchange programs that allow 
staff to gain new experiences and skill sets by working 
in a different environment. This would help keeping 
employees engaged, interested and motivated whilst 
at the same time building up new areas of expertise 
within the firm.  

Equally, companies may want to make more frequent 
use of internal task-force assignments that also involve 
freelancers and/or employees of stakeholder 
companies. Again, this would speak to today’s 
generation of workers looking for constant stimulation 
and for opportunities to exchange ideas and acquire 
new skills that help to further advance their career. The 
idea of tapping into ‘open talent pools’ could be 
similarly enticing and effective as it would allow 
companies to quickly respond to recruitment needs 
(without having to wait to build the internal 
benchstrength) and offer employees the varied, skill-
based and competency-building career that they are 
after. Clearly, though, there are restrictions to such 
concepts – specifically when it comes to positions that 
have access to sensitive information or that involve 
corporate IP – and there is certainly not a ‘one-size-fits 
all’ solution for an ideal talent management program. 
Also, it is not suggested to completely forget about 
retention; instead, the point is raised to be more open-
minded and receptive towards new forms and tools of 
managing the talent pool. 

n conclusion, for the hospitality industry to be led by 
more well-rounded and more fulfilled leaders in the 
future, the companies in the sector should consider 

balancing their short-term focus on retention with a 
more selfless attitude to allowing and actively 
encouraging talent to develop their skill sets and 
abilities in a multitude of different work environments 
and settings. For companies and their HR executives, 
it may therefore be argued that nowadays, more than 
ever, it has become important to know and understand 
your limits. Companies should of course still strive to 
retain their ‘superstars’ – yet, at times, in order for them 
to continue to outperform and shine, it is vital for the 
employer to ‘set them free’. This can be for good, or 
perhaps there is a chance for the employee to return 
to the firm – in either case, the importance lies in the 
fact that when we are at our most comfortable that’s 
when we need to look for a change. 

Some organisations actually already live by that credo. 
These firms have realised that ‘limiting’ your 
employees and inhibiting their development potential 
by retaining them and not allowing them to grow is 
counter-productive. They understand that employees 
need to build competencies in a great variety of 
different areas in order to add value to any 
organisation and they understand that this is not 
possible to do within just one organisation – however 
large it may be.  

For most leaders this is still a very unconventional way 
to think about employees and their career 
development. Yet, to borrow the words a British 
philosopher who lived in the 19th century:  

“THAT SO FEW NOW DARE TO BE 
ECCENTRIC MARKS THE CHIEF 
DANGER       OF       OUR       TIMES” 

JOHN STUART MILL 
(BRITISH PHILOSOPHER) 

Although written more than a century ago, it still feels 
relevant today - let’s make sure that we do not stand in 
our own way and that our HR and Talent Management 
professionals have the freedom to thrive and innovate.
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bout us: AETHOS Consulting Group is a 
hospitality consulting firm specializing in 
executive search, compensation consulting, 

business strategies and transformation as well as 
psychometric testing and talent management. 

We are a group of hospitality experts that value and 
embody:  

 Global citizenship in our perspective and 
recommendations 

 Honesty and transparency in our 
communications  

 Open-mindedness and flexibility in our 
thoughts and conclusions  

 Resiliency in difficult times and situations 
 Humility and servant leadership in our 

dealings with others 
 Collaboration and the collective wisdom of 

groups  
 Innovation in helping our clients become 

market leaders  
 Hospitality in our lives and actions 
 Sustainability in our personal and 

professional endeavours  
 Optimizing every interaction with each other, 

our clients and communities 

Follow us on:   http://twitter.com/aethoscg 

 
                                        http:/www.linkedin.com/company/aethos-consulting-group 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

bout the author: Thomas Mielke is a founding 
member of AETHOS Consulting Group and has 
authored a number of articles on leadership, 

corporate governance, emotional intelligence and 
managerial core competencies that predict job 
performance within the hospitality industry.  

Thomas is Managing Director at AETHOS Consulting 
Group and an AESC-certified executive search 
consultant. He has a track record in successfully 
placing senior executives at leading hospitality 
companies across the EMEA region and is working 
together with travel wholesalers, real estate 
developments firms, investment companies and 
sovereign wealth funds in identifying key talent. 
Thomas also works hand-in-hand with clients in 
establishing compensation schemes as well as 
organisational structures and workflows.  

Thomas is a graduate of Ecole hoteliere de Lausanne 
and holds a BSc. in International Hospitality 
Management. 

For further information, please contact: 

Email:  tmielke@aethoscg.com 

Tel.:  +44 (0)20 7065-1392 
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