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In an industry where staff shortages 
are a constant source of concern and 
a world where economic opportunities 
for young people are at an all-time 
low, hotels have a phenomenal 
opportunity to positively impact the 
lives of real people who need it most. 
Holly Tuppen uncovers the recruitment 
pioneers making hospitality an 
economic and social force for good.

“Along with efforts such as 
implementing ethical supply chains 
and a zero-waste ethos, socially 
driven recruitment can be a means  
to curate the right crowd – attracting 
more dynamic, socially minded 
employees and guests alike.”
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Standing proud, suited and booted, wearing 
a Marriott name tag and holding a microphone 
at the ready, Gregory looks out over hundreds 
of people at the Global Youth Economic 
Opportunities Summit, finding it hard to 
believe how far he has come. Growing up in a 
slum on the outskirts of San Jose in Costa Rica, 
Gregory’s life has never been carefree – after his 
abusive father left home, he had to pick up odd 
jobs to support his mother and three siblings, 
sometimes sleeping on the streets just so that 
he could sell newspapers. 

“I’ve experienced some tough situations, like 
losing friends to gunfights and getting caught 

up in drugs… I kept myself busy to stay out of 
trouble”, Gregory recalls. Then one day he heard 
about the employability charity, Youth Career 
Initiative (YCI), and jumped at the opportunity – 
“I needed some training to make real money for 
my family.” 

“For several weeks, I was rotating through 
different departments at the Marriott Costa 
Rica San Jose. It’s a free training course, so I 
didn’t get paid. My family turned their backs on 
me and asked me to leave to get a serious job. 
At the bottom of my heart I felt I was doing the 
right thing, so I ignored them – although I must 
admit that several times I wanted to quit.”

After battling through the six-week YCI 
placement, Gregory was offered a permanent 
job in the hotel spa. He hasn’t looked back once. 
“It was the best news I’ve ever received… YCI 
gave me the opportunity to meet good people, 
with good hearts and education – something I 
had never seen before. I strive to be better every 
day and learn from people. I know Marriott will 
give me a career and I have no words to describe 
what this means to me.” 

This year YCI, which helps disadvantaged 
young people receive training in hotels all over 
the world, will celebrate the graduation of 
5,000 students from its programme. Of these 
18-to-25-year-olds, 75 per cent have secured 
employment in hospitality and 10 per cent 
have gone on to complete further education. 
Considering the ripple effect of one family 
member securing long-term income (which 
tends to have a direct impact on five other 
people), this means that the lives of 37,500 
people have been improved. 

Employability schemes like YCI aren’t just about 
doing the right thing: they make good business 
sense, too. Having been given the opportunity 
of a lifetime and trained in a real working 
environment, employees like Gregory tend to be 
more loyal. Mariana Aldrigui, who was a judge 
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GHAntigua mama classes image courtesy of Good Hotel on the Tourism for Tomorrow Awards when 
YCI won in 2015, has shadowed YCI students 
throughout Brazil. What struck her most was 
that “there is this emotional attachment to the 
brand, the project and the team that I can’t say 
that I have seen with my university students.” 

Hoteliers all over the world should take 
note and find solutions that work for them. 
One hotel that’s embarking on this journey 

“I’ve experienced 
some tough situ-
ations, like losing 

friends to gunfights 
and getting caught 
up in drugs… I kept 
myself busy to stay 

out of trouble” 
- Gregory 

is Bankside Hotel in London. Opening in 
October 2018, Bankside’s Director of People 
and Resources, Ashwini Lakshman, is actively 
seeking innovative recruitment opportunities  
to not only attract great employees, but  
guests too.  

“Our aim at Bankside is for the hotel to be a 
genuine reflection of the local area and to do 
that we need to support the local community 
by providing opportunities… I also think we 
need to move beyond ‘hiring for experience’ 
to ‘hiring for the right attitude’ – after all, 
millennials want to work for employers 
committed to socially driven ethics and values.” 

It helps that Bankside Hotel, slap-bang in the 
middle of London’s ever-evolving South Bank, 
is surrounded by social enterprises looking for 
ways to get disadvantaged people into work. 
One of these organisations is The Clink, which 
trains ex-prisoners (over 300 in 2017) in catering 
to work at The Clink’s Brixton restaurant 
or elsewhere – including some top London 
hotels (who prefer not to be named). Another 
is homelessness charity Providence Row: 
by building skills and confidence, as well as 
providing vital services such as food, healthcare 
and mentoring, in 2017 Providence Row helped 
1,400 homeless or substance-misuse victims 
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YCI trainees at The W, Punta Mira by Youth Career Initiative
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to turn their lives around. Between a soup 
kitchen, social-enterprise bakery and catering 
apprenticeships in five-star hotels, food is a  
vital link.

Catering is a good starting point when helping 
individuals to break the cycle of homelessness 
– simple tasks, instant results and teamwork 
offer motivation to people with extremely 
low confidence. Pret A Manger’s Rising Stars 
Programme is exemplary, offering three-month 
work placements to over 50 homeless people 
or ex-offenders in London every year. Since its 
launch in 2008, more than 400 Rising Stars have 
been given full-time positions at Pret A Manger, 
adding to the ‘family spirit’ the company works 
hard to generate among employees. 

“You’re constantly thinking about your next 
hour, where you’re going to go to get warm and 
what you’re going to eat”, remembers Mark – 
once homeless, but now an employee of Pret A 
Manger and living in a shared house. “I thought 
about committing suicide, but seeing that 
happen around me made me determined to get 
out of the trap.” Jay, a Rising Star who went on 
to work at Pret A Manger for six years before 
becoming a chef at The Landmark, also recalls 
the sense of relief: “When you’ve had a bad 
past a lot of people don’t want to know… I was 
fortunate enough that someone popped a little 
ladder in the hole so I could climb out of it.”

For people like Gregory, Mark and Jay, 
opportunities like this can be a matter of life 
and death. For the hotel managers and team 
leaders who get the chance to work with them 
and instil a sense of hope, it’s reason alone to 
stick around.    

As heart-warming as it sounds, implementing 
a socially-driven recruitment policy isn’t plain 
sailing. Beyond the challenges of individuals 
falling victim to negative external influences 
or being unable to keep up, some hotels worry 
about brand reputation, fearful that their 

five-star clientele will be put off by talk of ex-
convicts or homelessness. While some of the 
more traditional hotel chains prefer to take 
a behind-the-scenes approach to activism, 
hushing up their humanitarian commitment, 
nimbler brands see it as an asset worth shouting 
about. Along with efforts such as implementing 
ethical supply chains and a zero-waste ethos, 
socially driven recruitment can be a means 
to curate the right crowd – attracting more 
dynamic, socially minded employees and  
guests alike.  
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Meet the recruitment pioneers…
1.    UGA ESCAPES, Sri Lanka

Jungle Beach by Uga Escapes on the east coast of Sri Lanka is 
committed to passing on the economic stability of tourism to a 
population still feeling the economic and social detriment of civil war. 
They run the East Coast Women’s Empowerment project, which trains 
local war widows to manage and operate the laundry room. 

2.   BÜRGENSTOCK HOTEL, Switzerland 
This highly anticipated new spa resort hovering over Lake Lausanne is 
working hard to be as holistic in its operations as it is in its wellbeing 
ethos. By working with local authorities, Bürgenstock provides 
employment opportunities to refugees, and tailoring training to their 
needs has led to a 75 per cent retention rate.  

3.   GOOD HOTEL, Antigua and London
Half of the employees working at this ethically driven hotel in 
Guatemala have been lifted out of long-term unemployment. The  
hotel works closely with the not-for-profit Niño’s de Guatemala to 
recruit parents in desperate need of sustainable employment – most 
of these people have had no previous access to education or training. 
Good Hotel in London, a floating platform in Royal Victoria Docks, 
offers unemployed residents a new lease of life through the Good 
Training programme.   

4.  SAIRA HOSPITALITY  
Founded by Harsha Chanrai on a quest to make hotels embrace the 
idea that it’s ‘cool’ to be humanitarian, Saira Hospitality creates 
pop-up and permanent hospitality schools for less privileged locals. 
Bunkhouse Hotels were the first group to fund a nine-week school in 
Todos Santos, Mexico, benefitting from a 100 per cent ROI when all 25 
students were hired.

5.   SALT SCHOOL
What started as a means to recruit top-of-the-crop residents for the 
new The Ashbury Hotel in 2016, the 10-week hospitality training course 
run by David Bowd, the hotelier behind Salt Hotels, now precedes each 
of the group’s hotel openings. The premise is simple: provide accessible 
and dedicated training to enthusiastic young things and you’ve got the 
best workforce out there.
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