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he thought she had her future
s all planned out, but Cindee

Patrick’s career choice took a
big turn in 1977 when she visited her first
theme park, Six Flags Over Texas, in
Arlington. Patrick, then 10 years old,
had pretty much decided she wanted to
operate a Kmart store, but after riding an
array of rides that afternoon in the park,
she changed her mind.

“I'm going to operate a ride. This is
what I’'m going to do,” she proclaimed
to whomever would listen. Not just
any ride at any park. [t was going to be
at Six Flags Over Texas. Good-bye
Kmart aspirations.

“At 10, I really thought I'd be a part
of Six Flags, in management for life,”
she tells FUNWORLD. “When I was a
teenager, my mother would drop us off
at Six Flags at a babysitting service and
then pick us up later. We got to know
the rides, the operators, and the entire
park very well. My love for the amuse-
ment industry grew out of that early
love for Six Flags Over Texas.”

She began her park career there as
Daffy Duck and worked her way up the
management ladder at Opryland USA,
Fiesta Texas in San Antonio, Texas, and
MGM Grand Adventures in Las Vegas.

Today, Patrick is a well-known and

The
Cheerleader
Team

Cindee Patrick of When Pigs Fly training consultancy
has a passion for the industry and safety—and it comes
through in her lively training sessions

Patrick with her two
dogs in Murfreesboro,
ennessee, in 2006
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respected industry consultant, having
served more than 50 clients during
the past nine years, including the Six
Flags chain. She currently serves as
the Training Task Chair for ASTM
International; she’s on the board of
the Amusement Industry Manufac-
turer and Suppliers Association
(AIMS) and is a member of both the
Outdoor Amusement Business Asso-
ciation and IAAPA.

As an instructor at the annual
AIMS Safety Seminar, Patrick won
the Antonio Zamperla Award in 2002
for her commitment to operations
safety in the industry and the Harold
Chance Award for Best Seminar Pre-
sentation in 2004.

She and her business partner, Patty
Beazley, own and operate When Pigs
Fly, a creative operational concepts
company that emphasizes the enhance-
ment of ride and aquatic operations.

The company was founded in 2002
when Patrick was called upon to create
a kickoff orientation for 300 inner city
kids who had been hired as seasonal
help at Libertyland theme park in
Memphis, Tennessee. Patrick realized

she would need help and called on
Beazley, whom she had met while serv-
ing as an intern at Opryland in
Nashville, Tennessee. Both women
live in the Nashville area and drove to
Memphis to conduct the program.

“During our drive back to Nashville,
we were excited and quite proud of what
we had accomplished. It was obvious that
we clicked and we decided that we should
work together,” Patrick says. “We needed
a name and all of a sudden “When Pigs
Fly’ rolled off our little Southern tongues,
and we knew that was it. We are known
to most as the ‘Pig Girls.””

The ‘Pig Girls’ Take Flight
Beazley notes the name sounded per-
fect the first time it was vocalized in
the car that day. “When pigs fly” is a
Southern United States term with a
meaning similar to that of “a snow-
ball’s chance in hell” or “when the cow
jumps over the moon.”

“We felt it was perfect for us because
here were two country girls who
planned to teach and motivate indus-
try professionals, including guys who
had been in the industry for years.”

Patrick with Batman at Six Flags New Orleans in 2006

The name is catchy and memorable
but it can cause some confusion, Beaz-
ley acknowledges: “It’s not uncommon
to be walking through a park or
around a convention floor and hear
someone call out, ‘hey, pig lady.” That’s
good. On the other hand, some people
think we're in the barbecue business.”

Patrick, the little piggy at five feet
tall, is the cheerleader of the team,
while Beazley is the “real educator and
the calm in the storm,” according to
Patrick. In addition to her 26 years of
experience in the theme park and
waterpark industry, Beazley is an
adjunct member of the faculty for
Nashville State Community College;
she has been teaching psychology for
nearly 20 years.

“Cindee really does utilize her high
school and college cheerleading experi-
ence in getting our students pumped up
and motivated,” Beazley says of her
business partner. “She gets them
excited and passionate, and I take over
and add the educational spin. It works.”

The pig team has brought drama,
laughter, fun, and a whole new method
of learning to the amusement industry.
The ladies are known for their crazy yet
educational antics to ensure a message
is driven and understood by all. Their
love and passion for the industry,
fueled with the desire for young minds
to be their best, became a staple for the
company, right from that first program
at Libertyland. In subsequent years,
Patrick and Beazley have taught a vari-
ety of educational classes in guest serv-
ice, safety, coaching, training, and
leadership. They also specialize in
manual writing, operational safety
audits, and on-site ride training.

Both women spent many years
working a variety of jobs in theme
parks and have a special affinity for
frontline workers, especially ride oper-
ators who, they point out, have a spe-
cial talent. “Ride operators need to be
incredible multitaskers,” Patrick
notes. “Operating a ride is like being
on stage with your entire audience fol-
lowing you around. There are so many
things to be done in a sequence and so
many potential diversions. We know
from firsthand experience that it takes
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“Operating a ride is like being on stage

with your entire audience following you

around. There are so many things to be

done in a sequence and so many potential

diversions.”
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—Cindee Patrick

Patrick, with Neal Thurman, operations director at Six Flags Kentucky Kingdom,
pictured on a coaster at Six Flags Magic Mountain

real talent. Yet, awesome operators
make it look like an art form. Unfortu-
nately, many people underestimate
what an incredibly hard job it is.”

Out of all the curricula When Pigs
Fly has created, Patrick especially likes
to teach the three-day Ride Operations
Trainer Certification (ROTC) program.
“We believe the best way to learn is out
on the field with a great coach who can
teach fundamentals and clearly lay out
specific expectations so all team mem-
bers can be headed toward the same
goal,” she says. The three-day on-site
ROTC program teaches the trainers to
instruct the frontline ride operators the
proven Pigs’ way.

Patrick says they take operator
trainers to a new level of training by
using creative activities and ideas to

drive home the importance of each
operator task: “It is imperative that the
trainers teach the operators to do it
right each and every time whether a
supervisor is present or not. Operators
must perform their jobs with a clear
understanding of why they do it, the
benefits of doing it, and the conse-
quences of failing to do it.”

That is achieved by teaching each
ride operator the skills, tasks, and daily
duties necessary to do the job, but also
(and more important, according to
Patrick), the reasons for each task; at
what level the task should be per-
formed; and the positive result or the
“payoff” for performing at their best
each and every time.

Patrick and Beazley had what they
call an “amazing opportunity” in 2006

© FUNWORLD COLLECTIONS - HumaN RESOURCES

to “teach and impact” more than 1,000
frontline supervisors in a number of
facilities, including Silver Dollar City,
Six Flags Over Georgia, Six Flags New
England, Alabama Adventure, Lagoon,
Frontier City, The Track Go Karts, the
Northwest Showmen’s League, AIMS,
and the World Waterpark Association.
Their 2007 goal is to grow their reach
to 2,500 frontline supervisors.

Preparing for Life

Patrick claims she never played with
dolls. Instead, she played business. “I
pretended that | owned a little camp-
ground, and I worked the reservation
desk. I created a little map that
showed all the camp sites.”

While attending Southwest Texas
State, majoring in recreational admin-
istration, Patrick was accepted into the
management intern program at Opry-
land USA, where she worked in a vari-
ety of jobs during the summers of 1990
and 1991. When she graduated, Opry-
land was building Fiesta Texas in San
Antonio, and she landed a full-time
supervisory job in operations on that
park’s opening team; she was responsi-
ble for 16 rides and 400 employees.

“That was an important step in my
career,” Patrick notes. “My bosses at
Fiesta Texas were Willie Garza and Roy
Turley, and they gave me huge responsi-
bilities right from the start. They didn’t
care if [ was a girl fresh out of college.”

Garza, now general manager of
IMAX at the Rivercenter Mall in San
Antonio, recalls Patrick as a quick,
enthusiastic learner who rarely, if ever,
let him down. “Cindee was a high-spir-
ited individual who was always willing
to go that extra mile. I'm real proud of
what she did for us and what she has
gone on to do,” Garza says.

In 1993 Las Vegas came calling.
Patrick was 25 years old and had never
been to Vegas until she went for a job
interview with the MGM Grand
Adventures theme park that was then
under development. Upon arrival, she
put two quarters into a slot machine
and won $40—and she was hooked.
“It wasn’t the winning that hooked me
as much as the concept that some-
thing like this even existed,” she says.



and Cindee
Patrick in
Portland,
Oregon, at the
Northwest
Showmen's
Club in 2006

-

Patrick, suiting up bull rider
Tye Murray at MGM Grand
Adventures in Las Vegas in 1997

The Patrick
Files

Cindee Ann Patrick

Born: Oct. 10, 1967, in Arlington, Texas, 10 minutes from Six Flags
Over Texas

Marital status: Single with two dogs and a cat, South, Smokey, and
Izzy, respectively

Education: B.S. in Recreation Management from Southwest Texas
State

First job: As Daffy Duck at Six Flags Over Texas, 1984. Also served
as Yosemite Sam. “Since I'm only five feet tall, | was too short to
play most of the characters.”

College internship: Management Intern Program, Opryland USA,
Nashville, Tennessee, during two summers, 1990-91

First full-time industry job: Ride operations supervisor on the
grand-opening team of Fiesta Texas, San Antonio

Current position: Co-owner of When Pigs Fly, a creative operational
concepts company that emphasizes enhancing ride and aquatic
park operations

Mentor: Roy Turley, who “taught me that the development of people
always comes first and that a passionate employee is the best
employee.”

Hobbies: Running and scrapbooking

On reading: “I'm an avid reader. | read all of Zig Ziglar and John
Maxwell’s books and go to all of their seminars.”

On movies: “I'm a traditional chick flick fan. | don’t like action
movies. | see enough action in theme parks.”

Favorite ride: “The Rattler” at Six Flags Fiesta Texas. “| watched it
being built, | was among the first to ride it, and it was the first
wooden coaster | operated.”

Favorite park: Opryland, now defunct. “The music, the landscaping,
the people, and all that great Southern hospitality combined to
make Opryland a truly unusual park.”

What most people would be surprised to know about Cindee:
She teaches Sunday school for second-grade children and has a
“total love” for animals. She would like to have a billy goat with a
long beard someday.
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In Las Vegas, she saw another
empty lot with great potential for a
theme park. “I drove by, and it was
staring at me,” she laughs, noting the
same thing happened when she first
saw the Fiesta Texas site. Her Fiesta
Texas experience had taught her a sell-
able skill, and she soon was asked to
join the opening team of the Las Vegas
themer that would fill that empty lot.

Any mixed feelings about leaving
her team in San Antonio? “No, not
really. There were bigger challenges,
brighter lights, and a lot more money
waiting for me in Las Vegas,” she

Patrick, with Mike Foley of Six Flags
Great America at an AIMS seminar,
showing off their new boot bags

recalls, adding that once again she was
amazed at how much responsibility
was placed on her as part of the devel-
opment team. “It was truly baptism by
fire and a great way for me to grow. If
they hadn’t trusted me and given me
so much to run with, I would not have
learned so much, so quickly.”

She says she wondered then and
has often wondered since if her bosses
were “shaking in their shoes.” As she

teaches today, she tries to give young
professionals as many opportunities as
she can. “It’s the best, most efficient
way to grow,” she adds. “I try to teach
them the same wonderful things I was
taught.”

Once the MGM Grand Adven-
tures was up and operating, she moved
to Louisville, Kentucky. She landed a
job with the University of Louisville as
an event coordinator where she man-
aged more than 200 events in the 16
months she was at the university.

Patrick had felt “sick” about leaving
the amusement industry but the options
to stay in the industry in Louisville at
the time were not very large.

The Birth of a Consultant
Her first consulting job was with
Columbian Park, a small 14-ride park
in Lafayette, Indiana. She created the
park’s operational program, wrote its
standard operating procedures manual,
and created the safety signage. She
liked the idea of consulting.

“It was fun watching people react
to the positive changes that my ideas
helped create,” she says. “It was fun to
see people feel at ease with and learn a
healthy respect for the machinery they
put people on. It was rewarding to see
the operators reach a whole new level
in their responsibility for safety.”

Patrick says it was a “huge deci-
sion” to leave full-time employment,
but she felt comfortable with her rea-
sons for doing so. It wasn’t long before
she moved to Nashville and secured
the Libertyland consulting job, which
led to her and Beazley creating When
Pigs Fly.

Less than six months after the Lib-
ertyland job, Patrick started consult-
ing with Premier Parks on signage,
SOP, and baseline training. When
Premier Parks purchased the Six Flags
chain, there was an immediate need to
standardize all ride training and associ-
ated material for the 1,500 rides then
owned by Six Flags. The company
called on When Pigs Fly to do what
was needed.

Jim Seay, now president of Premier
Rides, has worked with Patrick for

more than 15 years in various roles at
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Six Flags and through IAAPA, AIMS
and ASTM. He notes she has demon-
strated an intense devotion to the
industry and to ensuring that safety is
at the forefront of every element of a
park’s operation.

Seay says there is good reason
Patrick is recognized as being one of
the industry’s “best and brightest”
trainers. “As she briskly enters a train-
ing class with 35 or 40 ride techni-
cians, most of whom are highly
talented industry professionals, you
can clearly see an initial look of bewil-
derment as these students who are
probably twice Cindee’s size eye up
their instructor, who looks and sounds
more like a Dallas Cowboy cheer-
leader than an industry trainer,” Seay
says. “Within five minutes, however,
every one in the room is focused and
engaged in the subject at hand.

“She takes total control of the
environment and stays on message
throughout,” Seay adds. “At the end of
the class those students have not only
learned a valuable lesson regarding
some aspect of safe park operation, but
[ guarantee they will have learned a
lesson on expectations!”

Writing and Teaching
When Pigs Fly will once again work
with Six Flags in the upcoming 2007
season, conducting operational qual-
ity assurance audits, and they will
continue to write policies and stan-
dard operating procedures for parks,
carnivals, and the inflatables industry.
Patrick and Beazley have chosen a
“party theme” on which to build their
2007 classes and seminars. There will
be music, possibly dancing, singing,
and more creative ways to learn. “We
want everyone to be the best they can
be,” Beazley adds. “Come to our party,
learn, get motivated, and deepen your
passion for this wonderful industry we

have all chosen.” 0

For more information about When
Pigs Fly, call +1 615/885-4960, or
visit www.whenpigsflyl01.com.

Visit us online at _
www.funworldmagazine.net
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Part of the leam

The importance of properly training
new FEC staffers can’t be overlooked

by Mike Bederka

R ob Thomas believes many FEC managers practice “chuck-and-duck-type train-

ing” with new staff. How does he know? On occasion, he does it himself. The

scenario is probably painfully familiar: Hire a person, throw him out with the other

employees for a night or two, and consider him “trained.”

Guilty no more, says Thomas, vice president of
operations for Mulligan Family Fun Center’s three
California locations. On Jan. 1, Mulligan hired a
full-time training manager who now develops and
implements the annual training program.

In fact, Mulligan has revamped its entire pro-
gram so staff has the best opportunity to excel.
Each park has a training coordinator who conducts
safety meetings, ensures all team members meet
certification guidelines, and provides technical
input for the standard operating procedure manu-
als. Certified trainers report to the coordinators,
and they train new and existing employees. “I can’t
tell you how important training is,” says Thomas.
“You want to start them off on the right track.”

The First Day

When employees begin working, avoid giving
them the “glorified backstage tour,” urges Scott
Brown, a Cleveland, Ohio-based FEC veteran,
speaker, and author of “Who Cares? Creating a
Culture of Service in Your Business.”

“We spend too much time teaching the wheres
and whats—here’s the time clock, here’s how you
ring up the cash register,” he says. Soft skills, such
as coping with stress and instilling strong cus-
tomer service, must be addressed from the get-go.

Instructional videos often make up a sizable por-
tion of any first-day orientation, but use them with
care, say many FEC managers. The Chuck E.
Cheese’s franchise limits the number of videos new
hires watch, says Karyn Gitler, director of merchan-
dise at Irving, Texas-based CEC Entertainment
Inc., which operates the family restaurants. Instead,
CEC mixes in more interaction with other employ-
ees. “You can only soak up so much information for

so long,” says Gitler. “We try to promote an atmos-
phere of energy and excitement. You can’t really
get that from a TV set.”

Brown suggests co-narrating along with
videos to keep the content fresh and timely. “I
don’t rely on the videos to cover all the ground
for me,” he says. “It’s more like a supplement. If
you use it as a tool, not a catch-all, [ think it
could be very beneficial.”

As operations manager, Mat Senger-Hansen
has used training videos at Wilsonville Family
Fun Center and Bullwinkle’s Restaurant in
Wilsonville, Oregon. But recently, he began
using the most relevant parts of the video to cre-

e 2t hat

B

New employees get a
lesson in go-karts at
Mulligan Family Fun
Center in California.
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ate lively PowerPoint presentations.

Dalen DeMary, attractions manager of
Amazing Jake’s in Arizona, suggests making the
three or four hours of first-day orientation as
interactive as possible. In addition to the stan-
dard chitchat about tax forms, uniforms, and
where to park, DeMary will ask about what activ-
ities new employees enjoy away from school or
work and even dig a little deeper. For example, if
they play a sport, which position?

“When it comes to training, we’re

not looking for it to be done quickly.

begin with a two-day training session and then
generally work a less-intense weekday shift at
first. The key, Senger-Hansen says, is following up
a few weeks after the start date. During this time,
a manager performs a quick 10-minute informal
review with the rookie and basically asks, “How’s
it going?” Also, the manager can address any areas
of weakness and offer retraining, if needed.

“You can correct some bad habits really quick-
ly,” Senger-Hansen explains.

The two examples above are the excep-
tion, Brown says. To his disappointment, he
believes most FEC managers don’t imple-
ment any sort of ongoing training. “It’s
more than a good idea,” he says. “If you
want to stand out in terms of your park and
the services you deliver, it’s a necessity.”

We’re looking for it to be done

effectively.”

—Roh Thomas, Mulligan Family Fun Center

Finding Top Trainers

It takes a special person to train new
hires, Thomas says—you need an
employee who's patient, confident, detail

“That goes a long way,” he says. “It shows
them that we really care about our employees. At
the same time, it gets them listening.”

As the day progresses, DeMary will start
reviewing more work-related questions already
covered, such as what’s the speed limit in the
parking lot or the policy on showing up late or
calling in sick. “They know right off the bat they
need to pay attention,” he says.

Moving Forward

Once past the first day, employees at Amazing
Jake’s are turned over to staff trainers, where they
are trained in just one area, such as redemption
or the arcade; for a 30-day probationary period,
they only work in that spot. Those who show
potential and can handle the job responsibility
past the first month will be trained in other loca-
tions in the FEC.

However, the training doesn’t stop after the
initial instruction. Every few months, manage-
ment reviews with the entire staff secret shopper
scores and discusses new policies or those that
need a bit of reinforcement.

“If they do something wrong, we just don’t
write them up and say ‘sign this—you’re in trou-
ble.” DeMary says. “We take the time to sit them
down and talk to them. We explain what we
expect them to do from here on out.”

At Wilsonville Family Fun Center, new hires
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orientated, and methodical. This person

must follow a checklist and not breeze
over all the important details, he says, but at the
same time must make sure the newbie grasps all
the crucial concepts.

“A fallacy is great employees make great train-
ers,” he says. “That’s not the case. A lot of times
your great employees are the ones who hustle, the
ones who have a quick motor. When it comes to
training, we’re not looking for it to be done quick-
ly. We’re looking for it to be done effectively.”

Mulligan Family Fun Center strives to make
the trainer a prestigious position. As such, employ-
ees earn 50 cents more an hour when they train.
“We want them to want to train,” Thomas says.

Since everyone can’t be promoted to a super-
visor or a manager, Amazing Jake’s uses the train-
er as a transitional job, DeMary says. It gives
young people a chance to prove themselves, and
possibly move up in the company when a higher-
level position becomes available.

The responsibility of molding new staff
shouldn’t be solely placed on the trainer, though,
Senger-Hansen says. Management needs to play
a pivotal role, from the hire’s first day, to making
sure he’s comfortable months down the line. If
problems arise, managers always should be acces-
sible and approachable. “Our doors are always
open,” Senger-Hansen says. 0

To browse IAAPA’s training products, visit
www.I[AAPA .org.



Better
Hinng

by Mike Bederka

FEC . Operations

How to ensure a quality

staff for an FEC

J ohnny routinely comes into work late, his unbalanced cash register would make

a calculator cry, and he has a permanent scowl on his face. But before complain-

ing about his subpar performance, remember this: Most likely, you hired him.

That’s why you can’t slap a uniform on anyone and assume he’ll become employ-

ee of the month. Thus industry experts agree: Family entertainment centers must

have a structured and thorough hiring process to ensure top-quality staff.

Where to Look?

The best source to find a good employee is anoth-
er good employee, says Dalen DeMary, attrac-
tions manager of Amazing Jake’s in Mesa,
Arizona. He says friends helping each other out
will create more camaraderie in the workplace.
As an added perk, though, he’ll offer a $100 refer-
ral bonus if the new hire stays for six months.

FECs throughout the country follow this prac-
tice with some variation. California’s Mulligan
Family Fun Centers will offer a $50 referral
bonus, but only if they’re in a “real pinch,” says
Rob Thomas, the facility’s vice president of oper-
ations. “Just the possibility of having a good
friend work at the same location is usually
enough [of an incentive.]”

Referral money depends on the time of year at
Wilsonville Family Fun Center and Bullwinkle’s
Restaurant in Wilsonville, Oregon. The FEC
doesn’t need a lot of people during the winter
months, says Operations Manager Mat Senger-
Hansen. In the summer, though, staff members
will receive $50 if their friends stay on the clock
for at least 90 days.

Managers don’t just have to rely on word of
mouth for their hiring pool, however. Margaret
White contacts the career education office at
the four local high schools. The owner of Papio
Fun Park in Papillion, Nebraska, aims for hires
in this demographic because they generally don’t
command as high salaries as college-aged stu-
dents and they don’t bolt after one season.
“We’re looking for kids who will stick around for

three or four years,” she says.

Thomas will display a help-wanted banner
outside on Mulligan’s highly visible street signs,
or he’ll advertise in the local college publica-
tions when in need of older workers.

And before Amazing Jake’s opened almost
two years ago, DeMary placed a few newspaper
ads and participated in a couple high school job
fairs with some success.

The Application

Usually the employment application constitutes
the first step in any hiring process. For the most
part, FECs keep the form fairly basic and straight-
forward: work availability, previous job experience
and skills, school attended, and any sports or clubs.

Employees serve food at Wilsonville Family Fun Center
and Bullwinkle’s Restaurant in Oregon. :
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Obvious red flags include a criminal record, multi-
ple jobs in a short period of time, messy handwrit-
ing, or poor spelling. But many managers prefer to
use the interview as the true way to judge a person.

Scott Brown, a Cleveland, Ohio-based FEC
veteran, speaker, and author of “Who Cares?
Creating a Culture of Service in Your Business,”
understands FECs don’t have the same resources
as large parks to screen people. However, includ-
ing a short cover page to the application can help
the candidates weed themselves out and save
everyone’s valuable time, he says. For example,
the letter could say: “This is a great place to work.
We’re glad you’re considering working here, but
you’re probably going to have to work some week-
ends, and drug testing might be part of the job.”

Because of scheduling issues and financial
resources, most FECs don’t actually conduct drug
testing, says Brown. “I like putting it on the applica-
tion because it serves the same purpose,” he explains.
“If a person is going to fail a drug test, he’s going to
think twice before he turns in his application.”

Eric Koplinski is one of the rare FEC operators
who threatens to drug test and actually does it. “I
was just tired of having to fire people,” says the
owner/manager of Magic Carpet Golf in
Galveston, Texas. “It’s irritating.”

This past year, he stated for the first time in a
newspaper ad that he will drug test and perform
background checks. (Magic Carpet had done this
for several years prior but didn’t mention it on
the ad.) The number of applications dropped
from roughly 50 to eight.

Another way to save some of the manager’s
time is to have a screener collect the form and
conduct a quick pre-interview, Senger-Hansen
says. At Wilsonville Family Fun Center, a group
sales assistant with experience in operations asks
about availability and previous work history as
well as why they want the job.

Her general comments, such as “really friend-
ly” or “didn’t smile at all,” and suggestions for
placement, like “good birthday server” or “total
go-kart guy,” will be passed along to Senger-
Hansen for the second interview.

The Interview
During the interview, Senger-Hansen likes to
really get to know the applicants. He’ll ask more
probing questions, such as: How do they handle
stressful situations; do they consider themselves a
leader or a follower; and how can management
tell if they’re having a good or bad day?

He puts particular emphasis on that last ques-
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tion. “So much of their job is dependent on put-
ting that smile on all the time,” he says.

Thomas looks for an employee who comes in for
the interview full of energy. Don’t worry if the per-
son is a little nervous and giggly, he says. It shows
the applicant has some personality. Thomas avoids
hiring people who speak in a monotone voice and
only give the basic yes/no answers. “If they can’t
engage a manager they’re trying to get a job from,”
Thomas says, “what are the odds they’ll engage the
guests and have a nice conversation with them?”

Higher-ups at Papio Fun Park believe public
speaking skills are so important they even test for it
on the final interview. White requires candidates to
recite a segment of the go-kart and laser tag guest
instructions. “They don’t have to memorize it, but
we want to hear the highlights,” she says. “We want
to see what they’re like talking to total strangers.”

Another strong quality indictor is appearance
on the interview, Thomas notes. He doesn’t
expect teenagers to show up in a suit and tie, but
they should take the time to wear a pressed,
tucked-in shirt. “It’s huge for us,” Thomas says.
“Our philosophy is if it’s not important to them to
dress well, then the job is not important to them.”

When people come in looking too sloppy, such
as wearing cut-offs or a hat on backward, they
actually are sent home. “We just know then and
there it’s not going to be a good fit,” Thomas says.

Avoiding Mistakes

Don’t forget certain questions should be avoided
during the hiring process, DeMary cautions.
Religion, sexual orientation, and direct queries
on age are off limits.

However, you can ask if the applicant is over
16 or 18 years old because that will have a direct
impact on the number of hours he or she can
legally work, he says: “Under 16, you have a ton
of child labor laws you have to deal with.”

Amazing Jake’s won’t hire employees until
their 16th birthday, but they still conduct a full
interview with younger kids just to get to know
them better. If a candidate shows promise, man-
agement will hold onto the application and bring
them back in when they turn 16.

DeMary encourages second chances with older
kids as well. He tells them to wait a couple months
and fill out another application. Then they’ll have
the opportunity to go back and fix the things they
might have messed up the first time around. “With
16- or 17-year-olds, you don’t want to kill their con-
fidence,” he says. “I've hired plenty of people on
their second, third, and even fourth interviews.” 0
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Expectations

by Mike Bederka

FECs shouldn’t accept

anything less than
outstanding service

hen he tells the story, A.]. Deacon can’t help but laugh. While checking out

the competition, the general manager of Fun Central in Wappingers Falls,

New York, spied a shameful exchange with a guest.

The customer had complained that a staff
member never said “thank you.” Sensing the
commotion, a counter manager strolled up,
looked at the guy, and pointed at the receipt and
declared, “It says ‘thank you’ right there.”

“I was dumbfounded,” Deacon says. “That’s
the message you're sending your employees? It’s
OK to treat customers like garbage?”

Many people think there’s an endless line of
guests coming through the front door, he says, but
“that’s not the case.” From the top down, superi-
or customer service is paramount to the success of
a family entertainment center, notes Larry Davis,
owner of Davis’ Farmland and Davis’ Mega Maze,
both in Sterling, Massachusetts.

“I can’t think of a particular attraction that
you can put in that would have the same rate of
return as great customer service,” Davis says. “If
you can do that, you don’t need the latest and
greatest toys out there. You can get by with a
good show but great service.”

An FEC’s video games and prices can change
without affecting customer traffic, adds Janet
Wilson-Irving, but great customer service always
must remain solid. “It can make or break you,”
says the regional group sales director for
Boomers! Southern California in Irvine. “If you
have excellent customer service, they’re going to
keep coming back to you.”

Going Above and Beyond
So how does an FEC become the hub of friend-
liness where every question is answered with a
peppy “sure thing” and a smile?

It starts with hiring the right employees.
Wilson-Irving wouldn’t necessarily rely on a
glowing application chock full of extracurricu-

lars. A person without a strong resume but an
outgoing personality and a willingness to listen
carefully can go a lot farther in bettering an FEC.
However, don’t be afraid to take on someone a
little rough around the edges who shows prom-
ise, she says. With the right direction, that per-
son may become the ideal employee.

Inspiring employees to improve stems from
managers leading by example, Wilson-Irving
says: “You really need to show people you'’re not
afraid to do the same things that they do.”

Davis follows the same communal view at his
farm-centric facilities, where he doesn’t have set
trash collectors or bathroom attendants. Rather,
everyone must strive to keep the property clean
as appearance plays a huge role in a guest’s over-
all experience. It’s also everyone’s job to do the
simpler things such as holding the door open or

-*
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saying “please” and “thank you,” to the more
complex tasks such as keeping a watchful eye on
younger guests.

Davis considers it a high compliment to see
parents just “sacked out in our Adirondack
chairs. It’s the only second they’ve had to take a
nap all week. Because of the high level of securi-
ty and staff interaction, parents know they can
relax. They can let their kids roam on their own.
That’s a very cool thing.”

“Because of the high level of
security and staff interaction,
parents know they can relax. They

can let their kids roam on their own.

That’s a very cool thing.”

—Larry Davis, Davis’ Farmland and Mega Maze

For Wilson-Irving, superior staff interaction
means employees always being ready to answer
questions. It doesn’t matter if they’re just walking
in from the parking lot or heading to the break
room for lunch—guests will see the uniform and
might stop them for some information. Customers
certainly won’t appreciate a terse response of: “I'm
not working right now. Ask someone else.”

But even before guests have a concern, employees
should be able to anticipate their needs, explains
Chris Wilkins, general manager of Fun Factory in
the Smokies in Franklin, North Carolina.

When people look confused by a game, ask if they
have any questions on how to play it, he instructs his
employees; when a family comes up to the front
desk, suggest a few suitable options or packages right
away. Staff members also should share customers’
excitement if they win a jackpot or get a high score,
Wilkins says, because they’ll appreciate the enthusi-
asm as much as their own accomplishment.

On the flip side, malfunctioning games can be
the source of one of the biggest customer service
blunders, Deacon adds. Some poor customer
service examples include: “They won’t apologize
for the problem and explain what’s going on,” he
says. “They’ll fumble with the keys and open it
up. They fix it while talking to a friend and then
walk away. You don’t even know if the game is
working correctly.”
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Being open and honest when something
breaks down makes for a much better approach,
Davis says. Describe what happened with the
attraction or game and tell them it should be up
and running in a certain amount of time. Then
suggest something else to do close by.

Tracking Guest Service

Great guest service must be maintained year
round, and to make sure employees stay on point,
Fun Factory shift leaders and supervi-
sors constantly float around the floor,
Wilkins says.

“You never know where the shift
leaders are going to be,” he says.
“They may pop into your area at any
time. You better be doing what you’re
supposed to be doing.”

The Fun Factory also utilizes a
“secret shopper”-type program to
address any other concerns. For exam-
ple, one person stated that managers
blended in with the rest of the staff,
making them tough to identify for any
serious problems. As a solution, shift
supervisors now wear a referee shirt with “manage-
ment” written across the back of it. Wilkins says
the secret shopper program helps to point out
employees who need some work with their guest
service skills or those doing a spectacular job. Top
performers will receive a $20 or $50 debit card
they can use for games or food at the FEC.

Boomers, which hires a secret shopper pro-
gram as well, will issue gift certificates and
bestow employee-of-the-month honors as incen-
tives. Wilson-Irving says a simple “thank you”
shouldn’t be forgotten either. She also urges some
discretion among FEC managers with the secret
shopper results: “You can’t use it as the bible. If
it’s a negative comment, you have to take into
consideration if it was a super-busy day.”

Regardless, feedback—in all its varieties—still
should be discussed with the staff. Wilson-Irving
doesn’t share the negatives to make people feel
bad, but to make them aware. “We must correct
the mistakes,” she says.

Positive notes, on the other hand, can serve as
a motivational tool. At Fun Central, perform-
ance ratings skyrocketed once the employees

knew they already had received high marks. 0
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Stickin’
Around

by Mike Bederka

How to maintain high employee
retention rates at FECs

Despite their different themes, games, and attractions, family entertainment

centers share a common enemy: high employee turnover. Often, getting a mere

18 months of service out of a staff member will make managers ecstatic. Many fall

well short of that mark, though.

Gordon “Jeep” Osborn calls them “quarter
hoppers,” and they’re endemic in the industry, he
says. Staff members—namely teenagers—will
abruptly leave the FEC, just for the slightest
increase somewhere else, explains the regional
manager of Craig’s Cruisers. “We struggle with it
just like everyone else,” says Michael Brooks,
general manager of Boondocks Fun Center in
Draper, Utah.

Few FECs can escape the ravages of poor
retention. All that time, effort, and money

Employees at Boondocks Fun Center are regularly
invited to off-site parties, which double as staff
morale boosters.
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invested in training go to waste when an employ-
ee walks out the front door. Plus, it causes a mas-
sive headache to hire a replacement. Think of
the work that goes into placing the help wanted
ad, going through the interview process, and
checking the references.

“You have to start over,” says Gregg Borman,
senior vice president of operations for the FEC
division of Palace Entertainment. “That’s a big
challenge.” Headquartered in Newport Beach,
California, Palace operates 22 FECs across the
country, and Borman says a change in parental
philosophy further puts a crunch on facilities.
These days, more moms and dads would rather
their children focus on schoolwork than land a
job that requires them to work nights, thus
shrinking the talent pool.

Therefore, members of management have no
choice if they want a tightly run FEC, Borman says:
“We have to do a better job of keeping them happy
and motivated, so they want to stay with us.”

Money Matters

A person’s paycheck is one of the biggest indica-
tors of overall job satisfaction, Osborn says. At
Craig’s, which has four Michigan locations, raises
generally occur after a short probationary period,
just as long as the new hire earns a positive
review. This helps to avoid the “quarter hopping.”

“Don’t underpay good help,” Osborn stresses.
“Don’t let them leave.”

Craig’s also likes to promote from within and
have a clear career ladder: employees, team lead-
ers, supervisors, and finally managers. Having
something to strive for—namely, a nicer title and
a larger salary—helps to reduce the turnover



rate. Osborn acknowledges, though, that most
younger staff members won’t make a career out of
the FEC industry: “This is a transition job. This
is shopping money.”

Palace also likes to dangle the carrot in front
of its staff, Borman says. When students go off to
college in the fall, they’re told if they come back
to work the following May, they will have a bump
in pay. The opportunity definitely gives them
something to ponder during final exams. In addi-
tion, Palace offers raises in September to encour-
age people to stay through the sum-
mer. A $50 bonus goes to an employee
who refers someone else who works
past the first few months.

Borman doesn’t exclusively rely on
cold, hard cash to encourage staff,
though. Gift cards to gas stations and
big-box stores such as Target and Wal-
Mart are issued to employees who do
well. Staff members at Boondocks earn
internal currency if they receive posi-
tive guest comments, come in a little
early to help out, or generally exceed
expectations on a particular day.
Dubbed “bravo bucks,” the money can be used
anywhere in the FEC. “We’re looking for reasons
to reward employees,” Brooks says.

Party On

Margaret White adds some camaraderie to her
financial incentives. Each August, the owner of
Papio Fun Park in Papillion, Nebraska, holds an
employee-only party. The highlight is an “Easter
egg hunt” where, instead of candy, staffers search
for eggs worth anywhere from $.25 to $100 each.
“It really is something they talk about all year,”
says White, who usually invests about $1,000 in
the party.

Management at Craig’s turns the tables with
its parties: Managers become the ride attendants
for staff. “They like us waiting on them,” says
Osborn, with a laugh. Boondocks holds regular
get-togethers as well. Employees love the annual
Halloween party where everyone comes dressed
in costume, and to further lighten the mood, they
bring in inflatables for a good old-fashioned
sumo-wrestling showdown.

From time to time, Brooks also will take the
staff off site to build morale. Trips to the ice skat-
ing rink go a long way to help establish friend-
ships between staff members as well as allow
management to mingle with employees on a
more personal level. White brings out the entire
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staff for a midnight breakfast if they earned a cer-
tain amount of money on a given day. “It doesn’t
matter if you worked that day or not—everyone
gets invited because we are a team,” she says.
“The social bonding that occurs at these break-
fasts is phenomenal.”

Every few years, White also will take her staff
to IJAAPA Attractions Expo. Each person pays for
his or her own airfare, but she picks up the hotel
and all the registration fees. White gives her staff
assignments for the trade floor, such as “check out

Palace Entertainment issues gift
cards to gas stations and big-box
stores such as Target and Wal-Mart

to employees who do well.

the climbing wall” or “see what’s new in the driv-
ing video games.” They all meet up for dinner and
discuss what they saw and how it could be incor-
porated into Papio. “They come back with a sense
of ownership that is great,” she says.

Listen Up

Employee input is extremely valuable, Borman
says. When he visits Palace’s venues, he always
asks the team members: “How’s it going?” “Do
you enjoy working for us?” and “Is there some-
thing that we can be doing better?”

“Take into account what they say,” he notes. “If
they’re unsatisfied and don’t tell us, we can’t fix it.”

Simple gestures go a long way in keeping staff
content. For example, if everyone came together
on a particularly busy day, the staff should be told
what a good job they did. “If you treat people
with respect and fairness,” Osborn says, “you’re
going to get that in return.”

It can be easy to jump on staff members if they
do something wrong, but management must keep
calm and act professionally, Brooks says. “We look
at them not just as employees, but as friends.” @)
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Promote

by Christina
MacDonald

A career in the amusement industry, like most other profes-
sions, requires making connections and forming relation-
ships. While nighttime fireworks, a whimsical environment,
discount tickets, and other bonuses certainly add to the fla-
vor of the opportunity, long hours in possibly inclement
weather, handling negative guest interactions, and complet-
ing tasks with lightning-quick efficiency—while the park is
at full capacity, no less—can definitely require patience and
fortitude. In this issue, FUNWORLD asks Harold Hudson,
owner of consulting firm AARPA Associates; Maria
Marbach, human resources manager for Elitch Gardens in
Denver, Colorado; and Robert Holt, general manager of
Howe Caverns in Howe Caves, New York, to share their tips
for how to cultivate employee growth.

STEP 1 Offer Internships

Elitch Gardens implements a competitive internship program,
hosting 10 interns per year. The paid position lasts one season
and gives the student real-world experience. “Our interns do
not file or make copies,” says Marbach. “They shadow their
managers and research the industry.” Human relations interns
are given skill-building projects, including developing interview
questionnaires for potential employees and generating new
training surveys. Howe Caverns works with local universities,
including the State University of New York, to staff interns,
and usually plucks candidates from the travel or tourism depart-
ment or the culinary program. “Our interns learn they will have
to battle hectic days in the business world, but they also learn
how rewarding the great days are,” says Holt.

STEP 2 Offer Tuition Reimbursement

Elitch Gardens has an $8,000 annual scholarship budget it
allots to 25 employees. They are required to complete 200
summer hours, submit their grades, and write an essay on how
they plan to improve the park to be eligible. “The essay is a
critical part of the process,” says Marbach. “I'm looking for
employees who present well-thought-out plans and who are
passionate about improving the park.”

STEP 3 Provide Technical Training

According to Hudson, employees can’t help but enhance their
marketability by completing optional training courses. He says
this is a surefire method to go from worker to group leader to
manager. He maintains all training should be done on an annu-

Employee Growth

al basis; however, specific training courses should be completed
on a quarterly, monthly, and sometimes weekly basis depending
on what the job entails. Hudson relays that for technical posi-
tions, including ride maintenance and engineering, employees
can benefit from classes on a range of topics from hydraulics to
conversions to electrical systems.

STEP 4 Encourage Area Visibility

According to Holt, visitors want employees to be knowledgeable,
not only about the park, but about other attractions in the area,
too. Therefore, Howe Caverns has implemented a “Neighbor to
Neighbor” program, where employees are given a certificate to
visit a local amusement park or tourist attraction for free. They
are urged to visit up to five local entertainment facilities per year
to study their attractions, restaurants, and gift shops so they can
stay abreast of new trends and developments in the area.

STEP 5 Provide Perks

Howe Caverns holds annual employee banquets where employ-
ees who have been with the company for five years or more
receive cash prizes ranging from $50 to $200. Employees are
also given complimentary tickets to the county fair and dis-
count tickets to Howe Caverns. Elitch Gardens gives employ-
ees anywhere from 10 to 40 percent off park merchandise, and
employees can earn free park passes based on the number of
hours they accumulate. They automatically receive half-price
full-day admission and have the option of buying discounted
season passes. The park also holds parties for employees, which
include free food, raffle prizes, and open rides.

STEP 6 Encourage Mobility

Both Marbach and Holt started off as seasonal workers. Holt
began working for Howe Caverns in 1972 as a dishwasher and
has held nearly every job at the park, including tour guide, food
service operator, ticket attendant, gift shop sales associate, and
motel desk clerk before landing his current position. Marbach
began her career at Elitch Gardens working in the gift shop
before telling her manager she was really interested in human
resources. She participated in an internship with the HR divi-
sion before moving up in the department. “The trick to
advancement is working in various departments, overseeing
what happens on a moment-to-moment basis, and getting first-
hand experience with department mentors,” says Hudson. “In

addition to that you must have enthusiasm; managers want to
know that their staff has a love of the industry in their blood.”
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by Christina MacDonald

Calm Upset Customers

ACCORDING TO BELLWETHER TRAINING, upset cus-
tomers tell an estimated 10 people about their unfavorable
experiences, which has the potential to hurt your property’s
reputation and bottom line. Furthermore, from an in-house
perspective, customer issues that are allowed to escalate cost
time and money. Therefore, it is crucial to decrease the
amount of time spent on customer complaints by empower-
ing your employees with the skills needed to handle guest
confrontation.

George Rohman, operations manager for Morey’s Piers &
Beachfront Properties, and Chuck Hutchison, public rela-
tions manager for Dorney Park and Wildwater Kingdom,
share their tips and tactics for dealing with the upset cus-
tomer.

Use Greeters: Rohman says the best way to prevent
confrontation inside the park is to implement greeters at
the entrance. “With employees in place, your guests will
have the opportunity to ask questions and receive per-
sonalized feedback before they enter the park. With no
unknowns there will be less confrontation later on.”
Monitor Body Language: “Keep your hands at your
sides or cuffed behind your back when dealing with an
angry guest,” says Rohman. “This stance makes you look
less threatening, which quickly lowers the intensity level.
Never cross your arms across your chest.”

Pay Attention to Your Tone: “If a guest is raising his
voice make a concerted effort to lower yours,” says
Rohman. “Oftentimes, the guest will lower his voice.”
Be Honest: “If an attraction is closed don’t give your
guests the blanket statement that this ride is experiencing
technical difficulties,” says Rohman. “Tell an individual
who comes up and asks the truth. ‘Someone threw a piece
of glass in the pool, and we need to be absolutely positive
that it is safe before we allow you back into that area.”
Let Them Vent: According to Rohman, you need to let
your guests complain because most of the time they need
to get their frustration out before they can be rational.
Employ a Protocol: The staff at Morey’s Piers & Beach-
front Waterparks are instructed to always implement the
LAST method, which stands for LISTEN, APOLOGIZE

(you’re not admitting blame, you are showing that you
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care), SOLVE (find out what they need and propose a
solution), and THINK.

Comp Passes: “We used to be really strict about our
comp passes,” says Rohman. “However, a comp pass may
generate more [business] down the road because that guest
is more willing to return multiple times.”

Role-Play: “During staff training, we spoon-feed our
employees the correct way to respond to angry guests by
role-playing with them. We ask them the 20 most com-
monly asked questions and coach them on how to
respond,” says Rohman. “Interaction is key. When you are
dealing with a younger work force they don’t respond to
lecture-based training.”

Involve a Supervisor: Hutchison says involve the
supervisor before the guest asks to see a manager: “Front-
line employees can’t do things immediately. The supervi-
sors are the ones empowered to help out, and they are also
running around the park at all times to be on hand for sit-
uations like guest confrontation. It should take the more
experienced supervisor only three to five minutes to arrive
at the scene to mitigate.”

Write It Down: According to Hutchison, employees
should ask angry guests what they would like and then
write down their requests on a guest comment form. After
senior management review, the guest is then given what
was asked for or receives an explanation for why compen-
sation isn’t due.

Utilize Private Forums: Hutchison says offering guests
a private area where they can talk with both employee and
their manager can diffuse the situation and take the dis-
gruntled customer, who may be causing a scene, out of
public view.

Shadow a Manager: According to Hutchison, shadow
training is more effective than scenario-based training for
learning how to deal with angry guests: “Shadow training
is experiential, and oftentimes the employee won’t
remember the scenario when the situation unfolds.”
Repeat the Problem to a Guest: “When guests
explains why they are upset repeat the problem to them
for clarity,” says Hutchison. “This lets them know that
you listened to them and that you are invested in their
problem.”
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Guest Service...

Maximizing the Emotional Touch Point

down is occurring, daily attendance is 20 percent better

than budget, and it is 11 a.m. With these conditions pres-
ent on any given day, the scenario begs the question: What
is your guest experiencing!

Anyone employed in the amusement and attraction
industry for any length of time understands the importance
of delivering a quality guest experience (QGE). A QGE
accelerates spending of the discretionary dollar, brings
guests back, and produces guest testimonials shared with
friends, family members, and neighbors.

Thrills and frills aside, the primary ingredients of a QGE

I t is swelteringly hot with high humidity, the fourth shut-

Human Resources »~ FUNWORLD COLLECTIONS

An excellent customer/employee
exchange can be broken down into
three main areas:

A positive beginning is created with a warm,

friendly appearance, strong eye contact, and

welcoming vocabulary. Employees stand tall,

acknowledge the guest through eye contact, and

use inviting phrases such as “Hi, welcome to
" or “Hello, how may | help you?”

A strong middle is created by maintaining eye

contact, using active listening, and delivering
appropriate responses. During this time a guest is
not to be interrupted unless it is absolutely neces-
sary. Questions should be answered as directly as
possible with vocabulary built from words includ-
ing “please,” “thank you,” “you’re welcome,”
“yes,” or “no.” Often slang equivalents are used
and the guest hears “yeah” or “nah” versus “yes”
or “no” or “no problem, man” instead of “you’re
welcome.” Further, if a mistake has occurred,
empower personnel to sincerely apologize, own
the problem, and right the wrong.

A positive ending is created by maintaining

eye contact and delivering appropriate con-
cluding remarks. When appropriate, personnel
should wave and say “thank you” or “good-bye.”
If the guest has completed a financial transaction
with a credit card, employees have an opportunity
to use the guest’s last name. An example might be
“ThankYou, Mrs. , have a great day!”




are physical and emotional touch
points, and understanding what these
are is of the utmost importance. Physi-
cal touch points are easily identifiable:
Are the restrooms clean? Is the music
appropriate to the experience? Are
there pleasing aromas? Does the opera-
tional environment look good? Basi-
cally, are the details in the physical
environment appealing to the human
senses! Emotional touch points are less
obvious and occur when guests and
employees have either direct or indirect
interaction. These interactions create
an emotional connection imprinting
the guest with either a positive or nega-
tive memory. Further, employee behav-
ior dictates these experiences and
ultimately defines the moment when
guest service sinks or swims!

How do you ensure a positive mem-
ory through service? Supervisors must
define, teach, model, and measure
guest service expectations. Teach the
guest service transaction as a three-
part experience:

1. Create a desired standard behav-
ior. Expected behavior must be
taught, modeled, and rehearsed
repeatedly! In fact, if it is not, the
chance of occurrence is nil. An
excellent, and often overlooked,
modeling opportunity exists in
“back stage” areas where “employ-
ees provide service to employees.”
These areas should not be ignored
but in fact should be a modeling
and teaching ground for excep-
tional quality service! Consider
this: How are employees treated at
work? As employees pass through
security check points are security
officers smiling, waving, and pro-
viding a greeting appropriate to
guest service standards? In other
words, are they treated like a guest?
If not, a tremendous opportunity to
showcase the expectation of guest
service is being missed and employ-
ees could treat guests in a similar
fashion to how they are treated!

e Define the guest service
expectation

e Teach and rehearse the
desired behaviors

¢ Model the standards through
your behavior

e Measure the expectations

e Remember “what gets
rewarded, gets repeated!”

2. Inspect what is expected. Man-
agers cannot rely on mystery shop-
pers and guest satisfaction surveys
as sole measurements. Managers
should create formal and informal
measurement processes that are
tied directly to what has been
taught and modeled. During
inspection, managers should cor-
rect poor behavior immediately.
Then, they should reinspect.

3. Capitalize on good performance.
[ always say “what gets rewarded
gets repeated.” Managers should
show public praise and recognition!
A celebratory process creates a
desire within employees to provide
positive service moments in order
to be recognized. When these ele-
ments become reality, then on that
sweltering day with high humidity
accompanied by an unexpected
attendance surge with operational
issues, your QGE will maintain
because it is behavior based and not
driven by environmental or condi-
tional factors.

Ron Morrison is the CEO of Solutions and
Specialized Innovations (SASI). Over the
past decade, Ron and his team have been
developing and delivering industry-specific
training in the areas of leadership, organi-
zational development, customer service,
conflict resolution, and safety to a variety of
organizations in the amusement and attrac-
tions industry. Ron may be reached via e-
mail at Ron @sasitx.com. Visit the SASI web
site at www.SASIConsulting.com.

20 FUNWORLD COLLECTIONS - HumaN RESOURCES



Cattle

Call

RECRUITMENT I

Find out how to make hosting a
job fair work for your facility

by Christina MacDonald

hen faced with the daunting task of hiring the hundreds or thousands of em-

ployees amusement parks need for seasonal work in lightning-quick sessions,

bustling job fairs are most amusement parks’ only solution. However, garnering the

highest volume of qualified applicants in droves requires following a strategic recipe

for success that involves putting on a competitive presentation for your job seekers.

From lively stage shows that tout the perks and policies of a park to costumed

Hershey Kiss characters that greet applicants and even down to the refreshments and

happy employee photos tactically placed throughout the area, job fairs are the human

resource departments’ preview to the opening season; a way to bring in the best-qual-

ified applicants without the prolonged days and hours of interviewing.

“No human relations staff is large enough to put
on a job fair,” says Sheri Jones, director of admin-
istration for Six Flags America. “You must engage
all of your departments and get them up to speed
on your hiring initiatives.”

Jones maintains that it is important to con-
stantly communicate with different departments
when planning the fair. She states that the human
relations staff must meet with department man-
agers to see what their hiring needs are and where
they might be understaffed. This crucial informa-
tion lets the human relations staff know whom to
target their marketing and advertising efforts to.

Taking the Time

Jones suggests parks start planning their job fairs
three to four months in advance. She contacts local
schools, colleges, retirement centers, and swim
teams to see how she can get the word out. She also
tries to hit nontraditional demographics such as
stay-at-home moms who are looking for part-time
work during the off-season or teachers who are
looking for work during the summer season.

“We utilize any and every advertising method,”
says Jones. “For instance, if I'm at a restaurant and
receive great service from the wait staff I will hand
that person my card to see if they are interested in
taking on a part-time job.”

She adds that it’s important to publicize a facil-
ity’s unique benefits. “Whether it’s employee comp

passes or being able to get a friend in free after
working a certain number of hours—we always try
to separate ourselves from the mall.”

Michelle Saich has handled public relations at
Dutch Wonderland and recently took a position

The lifeguard booth at Six Flags
America’s fair featured a
resuscitation dummy and the
entertainment booth
highlighted clips

from past shows.
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RECRUITMENT

Quick Job Fair Tips

Communicate with all departments to ensure
recruitment of the right candidates.

Start your planning several months before the fair.

Utilize as many advertising and marketing avenues
as possible.

Work with your public relations staff to publicize
your facilities benefits.

Partner with the community to get the word out.
Provide training for interviewers.

Choose an appropriate location.

Test for the jobs your candidates are interested in.

Make it a fun and positive experience.

with Hersheypark. She suggests partnering with the
community to get the most bang for the advertising
buck. To target the senior demographic she has
worked with the local AARP and organizations
that host events for retirees or she gets the word out
through senior newsletters.

Once the event has been properly advertised,
Jones holds four-hour training sessions for her in-
terviewers a week before the fair. She teaches de-
partment managers general interviewing tactics
and instructs them to pay attention to how much
they are talking in comparison to the candidate.
She warns that candidates who give one-word re-
sponses might not be suited for customer service po-
sitions. Jones also maintains that this session is a
time to teach younger managers how to weed out
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the good from the bad.

“It’s hard for young managers to say no, partly
because they feel like they are impacting this per-
son’s life,” says Jones. “We teach managers how to
determine whether the candidate is right or wrong
for the position.”

Careful Planning

Prior to the fair, Jones suggests making a flow chart
that details exactly what stops the candidate will
make. She also suggests having the different depart-
ments decorate their booths to generate more ex-
citement and buzz. For example, the lifeguard booth
at Six Flags America’s fair featured a resuscitation
dummy and the entertainment booth highlighted
clips from past shows. Make sure to have enough in-
terviewers on hand, Jones stresses, as nothing could
be worse than candidates feeling that they are being
rushed through the interview process. Also, choose
an appropriate location for interviews. For instance,
offer accessibility for seniors. Last, she suggests hosts
do venue walk-throughs prior to the event so they
can sense which areas might get bottlenecked. Pro-
viding a pleasant place to conduct this event will
help prevent applicants from becoming annoyed
and leaving.

While the planning and preparation phase of
job fairs takes time and department cooperation,
the events themselves—if executed properly—can
be highly successful, bringing in on average be-
tween 40 and 50 percent of staff members.

According to Chris Halsey, area manager for
Carowinds, who often interviews up to 500 candi-
dates in a single four-hour fair at the park’s three
annual events, the best method is to have candi-
dates fill out an application upon arrival and then
go into a park fit prescreening interview.

“Oftentimes, candidates don’t know which po-
sitions they are interested in,” says Halsey. “Our de-
partments set up tables so that they can answer
questions before the candidates go into their park
fit interview. In this interview we are looking to see
if the candidates are approachable, motivated, serv-
ice oriented and able to resolve problems. We ask
them to tell us about a difficult situation they were
involved in and what action they took, and then
we evaluate their responses with a point system.”

Halsey believes that behavioral-based interviews
are highly effective. He suggests asking applicants
what their interpretation of great service is or how
they handle multiple tasks. He also asks questions
about the candidate’s availability, grooming stan-
dards, and transportation needs during the prelim-
inary interview. Candidates must then perform well



in tasks that are relevant to their desired position.
At the end of fair, applicants either receive a posi-
tion or do not.

“A lot of people are short on time,” says Halsey.
“This means that we have to maximize that four-
hour period as best we can to show potential staff
what we are all about including how much energy
and excitement we have. You want to make an im-
pact.”

Dutch Wonderland operators agree, as job fairs
are critical to their hiring process—they hold sev-
eral throughout the year and hire about 1,200 of
the 2,000 annual applicants they meet.

When applicants and their parents arrive, they
watch an 8.5-minute presentation on the park’s
perks and policies, then visit various booths that
correspond with the park’s departments. Depart-
ment managers conduct the interviews and fill out
a tracking card that lists their information and what
departments interest them.

“Kids want instant gratification. They want to
go in, have fun, and then go home. If someone is a

RECRUITMENT

great candidate we will hire them on the spot,” says
Saich, who will implement this same process at
Hersheypark at the first job fair of 2008. “To cut
down on the lengthy human relations require-
ments, we partner with a local hospital that will
conduct physicals at the event. At the human rela-
tions table, guests are asked to complete their work
permit and receive a brief orientation.”

After the fair is over and positions have been
filled, Jones says it is imperative to follow up with
the different departments to see if their staffing
needs were met.

“Ask department managers what type of people
they hired, if they saw any trends, and if they found
enough people who were willing to work nights,”
says Jones. “Ask them what you can do differently
when advertising for the next fair so as to ensure
that all of their bases are covered.” m

Christina MacDonald is a native of Los Angeles and has
written for entertainment trade publications including
Amusement Business and The Hollywood Reporter. She
can be reached at cmacdonald738@hotmail.com.
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The Rising
Wage

How family entertainment centers
can keep labor costs in check

by Mike Bederka

MINIMUM WAGE HAS CAUSED MAXIMUM WORRY
FOR SOME. To compensate for the steady rising cost of
labor, family entertainment centers across the country have
cut hours, increased prices, and reduced staff.

Be careful with the penny pinching, though. Moves too
drastic can compromise safety, service, quality, and profits.

For example, if you slash by half the number of kids man-
ning the go-kart track, you won’t get as many rides through
and people will wait longer in line. As a result, sales will slide.
Conversely, shrewd minimum-wage planning will keep busi-
ness brisk, notes Harold Skripsky, president of the Scottsdale,
Arizona-based consulting firm Entertainment Management
Services Inc.

“It can be dealt with,” he stresses. “You don’t go around
screaming ‘the sky is falling.”

Smart Scheduling
Darren Harmon, general manager of the Family Fun Center
in Wilsonville, Oregon, has felt the effects of minimum wage
more than most. Staffers in his state now start at $7.95 an
hour—one of the highest numbers in the country. “It’s very
tough,” Harmon admits.

His FEC partially made up for the increase by shortening
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its hours of operation during the week, a traditionally slower
time. It went from 11 a.m.-9 p.m. to noon-8 p.m. “During the
summer, you can increase the hours, but you have to watch
when you close,” Harmon says. “Don’t stay open to midnight
if you're not having the business volume. In the olden days,
you would stay open as long as people were coming in.”
Olivier Sermet also had to cut back. The Jungle, with
three California locations, reduced hours 30 minutes every
day of the week and opens an hour later on Saturday, the
owner explains. California’s minimum wage jumped from
$6.75 to $7.50 in January 2007 and to $8 this past January.
Take advantage of your busy-time-of-day reports from the
point of sale system, urges Gregg Borman, senior vice president
of the FEC division for Palace Entertainment, headquartered
in Newport Beach, California. This technology will help to
determine hours and staff coverage. “Now, you can plan an
operating schedule that makes sense,” he says. “You can look
back and say people don’t really come to my park at 10 a.m. If
[ open at 3 p.m., I'm going to save five hours of labor.”
Managers must use discipline and forethought when cre-
ating a schedule, Sermet adds. He doesn’t allow his staff to
chalk up enough hours to earn overtime. “It forces better and
stricter scheduling of your employees,” he says.
If someone on the night shift calls in sick, don’t let an
afternoon staff member cover for him. Instead, have a backup
plan and keep another person on call.

Dealing with Raises
With higher starting wages, many FECs have limited the num-
ber of merit raises they give. “It’s promotions now,” Harmon
says. “That’s the only way you can increase your income.”
Management at the Family Fun Center will offer a variety
of morale boosters, though. Employees going above and
beyond can earn free food at its restaurant, tickets to a local
basketball or baseball game, or a gift certificate to the movies.



They also host a few employee parties a year. Sermet’s
staff members still will be evaluated twice a year for
potential raises, but they now receive a lower amount.

Pay increases can be especially “sticky” for those
longtime employees earning a few bucks over the min-
imum wage, Skripsky says. They may feel they should
get something extra out of this legislation. In these
cases, managers should look at each employee individ-
ually to decide what, if anything, he will receive. Sev-
eral factors can play a role in the decision: How many
hours does he put in? How long has he worked for you?
How well did he score in his last few performance
reviews! Will he be around for a while?

Cutting Costs, Generating Revenue

In these tough times, FECs should examine their whole oper-
ation and look for other efficient ways to improve the bottom
line. Sermet recommends reviewing relationships with ven-
dors and asking them when possible to reduce their costs.
“We have to squeeze them,” he says, acknowledging that can
be a tough task. Also, turn frontline employees into lead gen-
erators, Harmon says. They should see if satisfied customers
have any interest in returning for a birthday party or group
event and then pass along this vital information to the sales
department. In addition, start cross-promotions with one-
time FEC competitors like movie theaters and baseball teams,
Harmon says. “You have to become their friends.”

FEC: LABOR

The Law

On May 25, 2007, President Bush signed a spending bill that,
among other things, amended the Fair Labor Standards Act to
increase the federal minimum wage in three steps: from $5.15
to $5.85 per hour on July 24, 2007; to $6.55 on July 24, 2008;
and to $7.25 on July 24, 2009.

Many states also have minimum wage laws. Where an
employee is subject to both the state and federal minimum
wage laws, the staff member is entitled to the higher of the
two. To see the minimum wage breakdown by state, visit
www.dol.gov/esa/minwage/america.htm.

But beyond anything else, raising prices is probably the
best way to deaden the impact of skyrocketing minimum
wages, Skripsky says. “This is the perfect opportunity,” he
says. “You can blame the government. People are absolutely
more willing right now to understand why you might do it.”

Of course, raising prices must be done in a professional
manner. Sit down and see exactly how much the new wages
will cost. If it’s $30,000, don’t make up for it with a $100,000
jump “unless there’s a good business reason why,” Skripsky
says. “Recoup your increased labor costs and maybe give your-
self a little raise,” he concludes. “Don’t get crazy.”

Mike Bederka is a contributing editor for FUNWORLD. He can be
reached at mbederka@iaapa.org.
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« FEC: OPERATIONS

Perfecting
Performance
Reviews

Common misconceptions and
must-dos for job evaluations

by Mike Bederka

WHEN DONE PROPERLY, A PERFORMANCE REVIEW
can be a vital tool to help employees grow and become future
stars in a family entertainment center. However, if done
poorly, a job appraisal can be filled with anxiety and tension,
and perhaps even lead to a lawsuit.

Where do you stand when sizing up your staff?

Setting the Stage

Performance reviews will contain less conflict and become
much easier if you spend the time upfront to find the right
staff, explains Gregg Borman, senior vice president of the
FEC division for Palace Entertainment, headquartered in
Newport Beach, California.

Larry Davis, owner of Davis’ Farmland and Davis’ Mega
Maze, both in Sterling, Massachusetts, follows a similar phi-
losophy. His job candidates go through an intense two-day
hiring process where they meet all the managers and play all
the games.

Davis wants to see how they interact individually and in
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a group setting. Then, if they pass those tests, they earn the
job and the training begins, he says.

Once an employee gets the thumbs up, management must
lay down the groundwork for the position, Borman stresses.
This will help to avoid surprises down the line. “It’s critical
that you give them what the job description is, what the
expectations are, and what they’re going to be measured
against,” he describes.

One of the most significant challenges managers, supervi-
sors, and owners have is to define what they expect in behav-
ioral terms, says Sheila Birnbach, president of the human
resources consulting firm GB Associates Inc., in Rockville,
Maryland. “Too often we define it in terms of telling people
what kind of personality we expect them to have and not
what we expect them to do,” says Birnbach, who has done
work for the FEC industry.

Constant Feedback

In many jobs, people only have annual reviews, with little or
no feedback in between. Birnbach believes that’s a huge mis-
take. “The more often, the better,” she says. “Minimally, it
should be quarterly. It’s difficult to remember accurately the
performance of an employee 10 or 11 months ago.”

Plus, the kids of today appreciate jobs where they can
develop skill sets, she says. Constant contact with their supe-
riors helps to do that. Borman emphasizes to his managers
that staffers should routinely hear what they’ve done right
and wrong—a rule that many FECs don’t follow. “We are not
honest in evaluating people,” he notes. “We tend to not give
as much corrective criticism as they should get. And at the
same time, we don’t always give them as much praise as they
should get.

“Sometimes it’s just a pat on the back or just telling some-
body, ‘Really great job today,” Borman continues. “Simple



words of encouragement can go a lot further than a 10-
cent raise. If people are happy and feel they’re being
treated fairly, they tend to work harder and be a long-
term employee.”

Davis also strives to reduce employee turnover and
always looks for ways to improve staff morale. One way
he does this is by starting every day with a “morning gag-
gle.” At these informal meetings, managers and often
Davis himself share guest feedback—both positive and
negative—with the employees. They give tips on areas
for improvement or advice on how to deal with cus-
tomers.

Reviews Vary

Davis’ frontline staff members generally don’t have formal
sit-down reviews. Instead, new hires undergo a 60-day trial
period, where the managers keep a close eye on them. “We
hold the fire under their feet,” he quips. “If someone is not
doing a good job, it stands out like a sore thumb.”

Oftentimes, underperforming employees have just landed
in the wrong area of the facility for their personality and
skills, Davis says; a shift from food services to the gift shop, for
example, frequently will fix any problems. “Unless something
egregious happens, we will never [abruptly] fire someone,” he
says. “We have invested far too much in them.”

With the review for the managers, though, things turn
“sort of corporate,” Davis says. At the end of the season, each
manager comes in for a full-day formal appraisal. An oral por-
tion takes up the first chunk of the day; topics include
strengths, areas of improvement, and allocation of their time.
Then, they move on to the written section with questions
like: What would you do to improve another area of the busi-
ness that is not under your control? What do you think other
managers would want you to improve!? Where do you see
yourself in this business in five years?

Discussion about the written review immediately follows.
“Ideas are lightly played with, flushing out further thoughts
while examining for hidden problems,” Davis details. “Over
the next few weeks, the managers are asked to submit propos-
als for what they will need in the new season on a status-quo
operational level and at a brainstorming, shoot-for-the-future
level.”

Formal reviews also vary by position at Palace-run FECs,
Borman says. For instance, the go-kart operator will be eval-
uated on coming to work on time, following policies and pro-
cedures, adhering to the dress code, having good availability,
and showing motivation and enthusiasm. “For managers, it’s
all that plus how well they performed against the P&L,” he
says. “A lot of their review is tied to the financial aspects as
well as the decision-making processes that they have gone
through.”

Regardless of the exact position, all reviews should be han-

FEC: OPERATIONS

Quick Tips

1.
2.

Take time to find the right employees.

Provide a detailed job description; let them know
what is expected of the job.

. Make it clear what kind of customer service and

behavior is expected of employees.

. Praise and encourage exemplary employees.
. Provide regular feedback on performance.
. Conduct formal reviews thoroughly and

professionally.

dled professionally by management, with employees signing
off that they played a role in the discussion, Birnbach says.
“To protect yourself legally, you have to make sure the per-
formance evaluation is done in an objective, behaviorally
focused way,” she adds. “If that review is entirely subjective,
you may be leaving your organization legally vulnerable if
there is a wrongful termination charge.”

Mike Bederka is a contributing editor for FUNWORLD. He can be
reached at mbederka@iaapa.org.
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WLANARHIGIN Theater Training
In Character

Interactive theater training creates a 16th-century Elizabethan village

by Brian Belge

THE PENNSYLVANIA RENAISSANCE FAIRE has been
serving as a portal back in time for 28 years. From the
moment our patrons set foot onto the festival grounds, they
are transported back 400 years to a festival in Merrie Olde
England. The period buildings, delicious foods, and colorful
costumes are not the only elements that transport them; they
are transported by the talents of the well-trained, talented
performers who act as interactive tour guides to our 35-acre
16th century Tudor village.

So, how do we do it? The Faire employs more than 100
professional and semi-professional actors. Not only do these
colorfully costumed characters populate the village, they are
also responsible for performing in more than 30 stage shows
ranging from Shakespeare to children’s theater to a full-
blown stunt show. Performers undergo six weeks of intensive

players of
the Pennsylvania
Renaissance
Faire, totally
ensconced in
their roles
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training beginning the first week of July and continuing
through the opening weekend of the Faire. They receive
instruction in skills ranging from the basics of improvisation
to the demanding finesse of stage combat through work-
shops, classes, and rehearsals. Here are some tips and tech-
niques our directors use to transform modern American
artists into British Subjects of Olde.

The Right Foundation

To have outstanding performances, begin with an outstand-
ing cast. Individuals who are personable, extroverted, well-
rounded, and, of course, talented create a solid foundation to
build upon. These individuals usually prove the most pleas-
ant to work with on a day-to-day basis as well. At the Faire,
we audition close to 1,000 actors and actresses of all experi-
ence levels, ranging from first-time artists through veteran
professionals, looking for these exceptional personalities. In
general, we do not look for people to fill specific roles; rather
we look for actors who have a range of skills and interests
that will enhance our overall show and then place them in
the cast, sometimes even creating a role for an actor to show
off his or her particular skills.

Time to Go Back to School

Performers must not only look the part; they must also act
the part. Knowing the background of the character an actor
re-creates, as well as the day and age that character resided
in, is a key element of giving a convincing performance. This
knowledge allows actors to fully develop their characters and
create a persona. Give your actors enough information so
they can become immersed in the character and actually
allow themselves to be the part. At the Faire, actors must be
able to answer questions and behave in the manner of some-
one hailing from the 1500s. Thus, our actors must absorb the
history, manners, and customs of the time period to prepare
for their roles. During daily workshops, actors learn about the
people, events, and politics, as well as the English class sys-
tem that shaped the Elizabethan world. Topics focus on
period manners, customs, religion, superstitions, and eti-
quette such as bowing, curtseying, and the art of wooing.
Knowing these intimate details about who the characters are
and what their lives would have been like prepares the actors
for anything that a patron can throw at them from obscure
questions about the park’s theme to frequently asked ques-
tions about the establishment itself.

Character Improvisation and Interaction
Now that the actors know the ins and outs of their charac-



ters, they must be able to stay in character all day, especially
when interacting with patrons. Customers come to theme
parks and festivals to get away from ordinary life and have
fun. Having role players on hand to intermingle with them
and help them play along is a great way to encourage patrons
to enjoy themselves. Interaction has been a hallmark of the
Faire since its inception and is one of our most powerful
tools. It helps us to include the audience in the illusion of the
Faire and helps them to truly experience the fantasy. To
accomplish this, our actors learn the fundamentals of basic
improvisation first. Then they move on to character building
where they begin to develop the material gleaned from the
workshops. The final step is to incorporate the improvisation
with the character study resulting in a character who not
only knows how to act but also how to react to the customers.

Physical Boot Camp

For performers to be at the top of their game, they must not
only be mentally prepared but also physically able to perform
in their given roles, some of which require them to be in peak
physical condition. Case in point: Faire days are long and
physically demanding, and our actors must remain in charac-
ter wearing costumes that can weigh up to 40 pounds. Many
of the characters are involved in stage combat shows and
stunt work on top of that. Because of these intensely physi-
cal days, we put our actors through a kind of boot camp
including warm-ups, stunt training, and basic fight choreog-
raphy workshops where they can build a tolerance for the hot
conditions and long hours of work. Having your performers
prepared for the worst conditions will allow them to prosper
during normal day-to-day operations.

Practice Makes Perfect

As every director knows, rehearsals are an essential part of
the training process. Actors must run through their shows
over and over again to make sure they know their lines and
cues, ensuring a smooth performance during a production. At
the Faire, rehearsals begin during the training weeks and
continue throughout the season. Once the season begins,
performances are on the weekends, and rehearsals, brushups,
and master classes are held three days a week to keep the
actors focused on their performances.

These tips will hopefully help you to mold your performers
into great employees who are knowledgeable, friendly, and out-
going members of your staff. Just as our actors are the lifeblood
of the Faire and bring the Shire streets to life by creating the
illusion of being in a different era, your performers can create a
unique experience for your patrons to talk about for years to
come. All of the extensive training and preparation that our
cast goes through in the first six weeks make it possible for them
to bring the Faire to life during the 12-week season.

Brian Belge is the artistic director of the Pennsylvania Renais-
sance Faire and has been producing, directing, writing, and per-
forming interactive theater at renaissance faires, swank resorts,
schools, and convocations since 1983. He has trained hundreds of
actors in this experiential performance style.
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Hire Costumed

by Christina
MacDonald

COSTUMED CHARACTERS ARE AN INTEGRAL
PART of a customer’s amusement park experience, and
therefore one of the park’s best assets. Choosing the right per-
son to play the part is essential, especially since it is often the
park mascot or character who will have the most direct inter-
action with valued customers. When auditioning candidates,
key qualities should be considered: Are they charismatic?
Are they able to move about easily? Do they love the center
of attention? It boils down to making the interview process
count so the most committed applicant is selected.

“It is very important that our characters are willing to
identify with Europa-Park,” says Caroline Becker,
spokesperson for Europa-Park in Rust, Germany. “Only if
they love their job and their activity area are they able to
give their best to entertain our guests.”

Becker and Antje Kurz-Méller, public relations manager
for Movie Park Germany in Bottrop-Kirchhellen,
Germany, share their tips on hiring and managing these
characters.

Ensure Characteristics Are Consistent with the
Characters: “Another important factor is height,” says
Becker. “Our costumes call for different minimum and
maximum heights. For example, Mausi, a small character,
has to be between 5 feet and 5 feet 2 inches tall, while Euro-
maus is around 5 feet 3 inches. Then, there is Eurofant, a
taller figure, who is between 5 feet 7 inches and 6 feet tall.”

Pay Attention to Actors’ Physical Ability: Accord-
ing to Kurz-Moller, characters must be in good shape as many
costumes are heavy, making it exhausting to walk around
and act in them, especially when it is hot outside.

Hire Actors Who Work Well with Others: “For us, it
is absolutely necessary that new staff members are able to
integrate themselves into the existing team,” says Becker.
“We believe that if candidates aren’t social and charismatic
with our existing staff members, then they may not interact
well with our guests.”

Hire for a Range of Talents: “Of course it is very
important our characters love children and like dealing with
them,” says Becker. “In addition, it is a big advantage if the
candidate has experience dancing and/or acting, either as a
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Characters

hobby or professionally, as we are looking for people who can
use their improv skills to entertain guests.” Movie Park Ger-
many requires that characters show an aptitude and talent
simply through gestures, without using their voices.

Involve All Employees in the Casting Process: At
Movie Park Germany all applicants—whether they would
like to work as ride operators, janitors, or entertainers—are
required to take part in the casting process. “This gives us an
impression of how motivated our applicants are and how well
they are able to interact with guests,” says Kurz-Moller.

Be Proactive About Hiring New Actors: “Whenever
someone leaves, we recruit a new staff member,” says Becker.
“Usually we place newspaper ads and post the job on our
homepage. Also, friends of staff members often apply. When-
ever we have interesting applications, we invite those candi-
dates in for an interview to see if they are is qualified for the
job. In addition, we include a ‘trial working day’ for each
appropriate candidate before we actually employ him or her.
This enables us to make sure the applicant knows how to
move and gesture.”

Provide On-Site Training: “We have a brochure for
new staff members, in which all of Europa-Park s characters
are described,” says Becker. “This description includes the
personalities of our characters. For example, the movements
of our Russian bear are lively and curious, while our other
characters exhibit different traits. On their first day, new staff
members shadow our experienced characters, allowing them
to observe their movements and how they interact with vis-
itors.” Kurz-Moller’s training sessions are similar. During
training, future employees are acquainted with the park and
taught about the park’s philosophy and what type of attitude
is expected of them. Employees are also given helpful advice
for everyday situations and how to react in unexpected or dif-
ficult situations with guests.

Make Sure Actors Take Breaks: According to Becker,
characters work morning-to-evening shifts and have to be
flexible enough to wear their costumes for that amount of
time, with several 30-minute breaks.

Christina MacDonald is a freelance journalist residing in Los
Angeles, California. She has written for trade publications includ-
ing Amusement Business and The Hollywood Reporter.



by Christina
MacDonald

» Interview Applicants Carefully: Schumacher suggests
studying the applicant’s body language. He asks, “Are they
smiling, open, and flexible? Do they have a service attitude
and the ability to work well with others and interact with
children of all ages?” Allen looks for a sparkle in their eye,
asks them if they are honest, hardworking and, most of all, do
they like working with people. Schumacher advises asking
the following questions during the interview: What made
you apply here? Which aspects of the

job do you place special importance
on? What is the ideal workplace for
you? What is good service in your
opinion? Which expectations do
you have about this job? Which
considerations have you made
about this particular job?

» Make Safety a Priority:
“It is a very important part of
the training that all proce-
dures are followed espe-
cially in relation to
safety,” says Schumacher.
“This is also why we ask
our employees to sign
a safety form to
underline the impor-
tance of the proce-
dures and responsibility. ...

Operators

We have continuous briefings with the technical manage-
ment staff and team, in order to talk about any issues that
may bear importance to the daily operation.” The staff at
Pleasure Beach Blackpool adheres to similar procedures.
“Ride operators need to know every task on the ride and be
fully competent at it,” says Allen. “They need to have their
individual training sheet signed off for each task by their
tutor and manager.”

» Conduct Drills Regularly: Pleasure Beach Blackpool car-
ries out evacuation and emergency procedure drills regularly.
Each ride operator completes a customer care VRQ (vocation-
ally related qualifications), which is a nationally recognized
training course about risk assessment. Emergency procedures
are extensively detailed in the ride manual, and the training
staff draws from park experiences during the training.

» Teach Evacuation Strategies: Schumacher stresses
the importance of teaching ride operators how to properly
evacuate an attraction. “Ride operators need to learn how to
evacuate a ride in a way that does not cause panic, which
includes talking to guests and telling them what is going on.
They must be taught to involve the correct departments if
needed, including technical support, [first aid], security, as
well as the manager on duty.”

» Ensure Clear Visibility: At Tivoli Gardens, each ride is
evaluated to see whether or not it requires mir-
rors. According to Schumacher, this is
mostly to ensure blind spots are not
overlooked. In addition, each
operator is asked to walk around
the ride. The operator also needs
to check safety belts or other safety
measures. When the ride is in
motion, the operator is taught to
focus on the guests so that any irregu-
larities are discovered immediately.

for advice on following the appropriate
protocol.

Christina MacDonald is a native of Los Ange-
les and has written for entertainment trade
publications, including Amusement Business
and The Hollywood Reporter. She can be
reached at cmacdonald738 @hotmail.com.
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Encouraging
Young Employees

IAAPA Food and Beverage Committec
member Ken Whiting shares his WAVES
training system to help operators bring
out the best in teen workers

by Ken Whiting

EMPLOYING TEENS HAS ALWAYS COME WITH
CHALLENGES, and that’s truer today than ever. Raised
while multitasking on life’s super technology highway, they
can confuse, complicate, consternate, but they can also con-
tribute.

Still the reality for many businesses is that teens are the
employees closest to the customer. To remain competitive
and maximize profits, it’s essential employers capture, lever-
age, and contribute to the skills teens can bring to the work-
place. But that requires change on the employer’s part.

So what’s an employer to do? Plenty! Following are some
guidelines to an effective strategy to working with teens;
these are the tenets behind Santa Cruz Beach Boardwalk’s
WAVES program.

Way of Life: Appreciate the fact that young staff members
are the way they are. It’s not wrong ... it’s not right ... it just
is. Meet them where they are. Allow some failure. Don’t
focus on what they’ve done wrong. Build your relationship by
encouraging them on what they are doing right. They can
become fiercely loyal if they are taken seriously and treated
with respect.

First impressions mean everything. Be welcoming, pro-
vide social events, and emphasize fun. Celebrate their suc-
cesses—not those just from the workplace, but learn where
they excel away from work. Make a connection to their par-
ents/families.

Attitude: They come with an attitude of independence and
“what’s in it for me?” If you learn how to feed this, you'll find
highly motivated teens. Provide flexible scheduling and
incentives for excellent performance. Recognize positive
behaviors, and promote strong performers quickly. Give
them more responsibility. Establish goals and empower them
to come up with the answers—you’ll be surprised.

Verbal, Video, and Visual Communication: This age
group watches 20,000 hours of TV by age 18. More than six
hours per day are spent in front of a video screen. You need
to use this technology to your advantage.

Names are important—use a nickname, if applicable.
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Applications should be online, and your work schedules
posted on your web site. Don’t print mounds of paper and
expect the information to be read and retained. Make hand-
books and memos less complicated and smaller. Focus on the
most important items for your business success. When avail-
able, use computers and DVD training. Create a vibrant
workplace through the use of photos and/or videos of your
employees at work and away from work.

Education ... Not JustTraining: If training is the “how,”
then education is the “why.” This age group demands to
know the purpose behind tasks. Never assume anything.
Build education into your training process and you will find
longer-term, more committed teens.

Style Matters: Teens care about how they look and how
they're treated. Uniforms shouldn’t embarrass your staff, and
review your grooming policy to ensure it is relevant. Be pre-
pared to justify both to your employees.

Style also means how teens are treated. Teens don’t quit
companies; they quit people. As a supervisor of teens, how
you carry yourself has a huge impact on performance and
retention. Every manager or supervisor needs to be on board
with the commitment of getting the most from your teens.

A fresh approach in working with your teens does not
mean you need to compromise the values and principles of
your business. Instead it should provide the opportunity for
you to focus.

Teens can be inspired, motivated, and productive. Don’t
judge them through the eyes of when you were a teen—look
through theirs.

Ken Whiting is a food service operator, industry
expert on providing solutions for teenage work force
challenges, and consultant to leisure food and bever-
age businesses. He can be reached at ken@waves
forsuccess.com.

COURTESY SANTA CRUZ BEACH BOARDWALK
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The Hiring
Game

How to get the good ones and
keep them long-term

by Marion Hixon

HIRING AND RETAINING QUALITY STAFFERS is an
obstacle affecting many seasonal facilities. An entire sum-
mer can pass before managers are able to pick out dedicated
performers or employees with long-term career potential.
Overseeing each step of an employee hiring and training
process can give full insight into employees’ personal needs
and their motivations for serving the company.

This is what Sandie Wheeler found when working as an
aquatics manager with Ellis and Associates, which provides
training and consulting services to waterparks. “In my job,
[ was able to set the mark for the quality of guard our facil-
ity expected and ensure the expectations remained high
throughout the individual’s employment,” Wheeler says.
Now with First Family Sports Park in marketing and spon-
sorship, Wheeler has seen many sides of the hiring process
and knows how to build good relationships with workers
that will benefit both parties.

What to Look for When Hiring

While attractions will have different criteria to qualify
employees for open positions, recognizing the charisma and
potential growth of an applicant is important. Wheeler

eler, left, and
pervisor Brandon

they were both
Agoon.

.’ ‘?—'
o

»

refers to “the two P’s"—personality and passion. “It is the
individual who conveys a hint of flavor and a zest for the job
that will catch my attention,” she says. The added enthusi-
asm and drive will inspire creativity in the workplace while
“still providing the team with a fresh outlook on the task at
hand.”

Jerry Brick, general manager at Lake Compounce in
Bristol, Connecticut, says long-term workers in the indus-
try all share an intense passion for parks. “You have to be a
little crazy to work here,” he says. “It takes a lot of hours and
time, but I enjoy it, and I see that quality in my team mem-
bers, as well.”

From Seasonal to Career:

How to Hold on to Good Employees
Anyone in the attractions industry is aware of the high rate
of turnover in seasonal employee positions; this is
inevitable. But to circumvent this roadblock, it’s important
to encourage leadership qualities in staffers who have
potential for long-term growth.

When working to retain seasonal employees, attractions
must remember the importance staffers place on their
schedules, Wheeler says. Opting for a part-time or seasonal
job signifies the staffers have other priorities and focuses, so
allowing them flexibility is a major factor in encouraging

Wheeler (second from right) and Smith, aquatics
supervisor (back left), poses with Splash Lagoon
lifeguards after they completed inservice hours.
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their company loyalty. “Customizing his or her schedule
within designated guidelines will aid in seasonal employees
taking a leave of absence as opposed to terminating their
employment,” she says.

It is also important to recognize staffers’ future goals and
help them work toward them. “With my full-time staff, |
always have to be sure to be training someone to become a
general manager some day,” Brick says. “I have a couple of
people who want that, and hopefully I can get them there.”

“It’s important employees are given lots of opportunities
to branch out, try new things, and get a broader view of the
organization so the job will keep their interest over time,”
says Dino Fazio, director of operations at Morey’s Piers and
Beachfront Waterparks in Wildwood, New Jersey. “That
approach gave me variety early on and interesting things to
do. It’s important not to shoehorn people into one role.”

Brick still does this even after working at his park more
than 12 years. “Everything is considered a team job at Lake
Compounce. It starts with me and the other directors at the
park,” he says. “We have to be out there on busy days
whether it’s parking cars, emptying trash, or talking to
guests at the end of the night—that’s important.”

Wheeler agrees, saying guiding lower-level employees
will reassure them you hold a stake in their success. “Provid-
ing room for upward movement, instilling a sense of value
and dedication to the staff, and ensuring needs and wants
are met in a timely and professional manner will give an
organization the upper hand in winning over a new recruit,”
she says.

! www.IAAPA.org/blog

€

Lifeguards at Splash Lagoo'-n
practice life-saving scenarios.
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Testimonials

Two industry professionals reflect on their industry
journeys and share what their influential mentors did
to motivate them through the years.

Jerry Brick, General Manager,
Lake Compounce

Jerry Brick started at Lake Com-
pounce in Bristol, Connecticut, in
1996 as the New England park’s
food and beverage director. A fresh
college graduate, he was just happy
to have a full-time job.

“A couple of years in, my focus became growing at
the park,” Brick says, “and | jumped around, working
everywhere from food service to games, retail, and
admission.” Tom Wages, Lake Compounce’s general
manager at the time, helped mentor Brick along the
way. Wages, |IAAPA’'s chairman in 1986, provided a
solid example of experience. “He gave me oppor-
tunities to work on different projects with different
departments, always testing and pushing me to be
better” This helped Brick realize his need to be
challenged in the workplace. “I just perform well under
pressure,” he says.

Now the tables have turned, and Brick uses the
lessons he learned in mentoring a team of his own:
“I've got some people that want to grow, and it's my
goal that they do that”

Dino Fazio

Director of Operations,
Morey'’s Piers and Beachfront
Waterparks

Dino Fazio fell in love with Morey’s
Piers in Wildwood, New Jersey, as
a child on family vacations. In 1990,
at 17 years old, he worked there as
a ride operator and before the summer ended, he had
committed to returning the next year. “As | became
more involved and was promoted, | decided this
industry is where | wanted to be,” he says.

It was Geoff Rogers, vice president of operations,
who took an interest in Fazio, giving him chances to
shine and encouraging him to help with different areas
of the park. Jack Morey, a co-owner of the park, also
provided an opportunity when Fazio impressed him as
the team leader of a go-kart track. Morey asked Fazio
to help with tracks at another facility, which eventually
led to a promotion.

In past years, he's worked at all three of the facility’s
piers and both waterparks and constantly sees
workers starting out as ride operators and moving into
career positions.
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Leadershipology

Studying the past can help lead us through a difficult future

by Ron Morrison

IT HAS BEEN MY EXPERIENCE that leading in times of
prosperity has challenges, but none to the extent of what the
industry is facing in the near future. In 1776 Thomas Paine,
writing about the struggle for liberty and the tough times
that lay ahead for the newly founded United States, said,
“These are thetimes that try men’s souls.” Paine inherently
knew leadership is easier when things are going your way. He
also knew there was much uncertainty about how the new
nation would go, and it would require relentless and coura-
geous leadership to chart that course.

In 2009 and beyond you are going to face challenges far
surpassing those of your predecessors. Understanding leader-
ship and its impact on your organization, customers, and
investors is now more critical than ever. You will undoubt-
edly face tough decisions with little certainty of what the
future holds. In fact, you may already be experiencing a new
version of the “times that try men’s souls.” The result of what
these conditions bring, scary as it may seem, will depend on
how you lead.

Dollars and Sense

[t is difficult to estimate the value of discretionary spending
on the economy. Some economists estimate 65 percent of
spending is discretionary based on an individual’s wants, not
their needs. As you focus on the bottom line and sharpen
your pencils, be careful not to assume this is entirely true. |
am no economist, but common sense tells me 100 percent of
every dollar spent is discretionary. I may need a product or
service, but I have discretion as to where [ get it! For
instance, people need food and medicine but they choose
their grocery store and pharmacy. In this economy you must
not rest on past laurels; it demands you lead as if every dol-
lar of revenue is a gift of personal discretion.

Capitalizing on the Storm

The “perfect storm” brings danger and opportunity. To take
advantage of the opportunities while simultaneously avoid-
ing trouble, I suggest you take a very close and real look at
your leadership capacity regardless of tenure or past success.
To improve leadership capacity, appeal to the new “me” gen-
eration, and strengthen the value of your organization in
these times I suggest you:

B Immerse yourself in leadershipology. In other words,
study leadership. Study the great leaders of trying times
and discover what made them tick, learn how they
viewed themselves, and grab hold of how they identified
solutions to their problems.

B Develop an individual and organizational leadership
philosophy. These must be vision-centered, mission-
based, and core-value driven. They must move beyond
HR buzzwords, plaques on a wall, campaign slogans, feel-
good materials, and the flavor of the month motivational
junk.

B Apply what you develop and learn. It seems this goes
without saying; put your philosophy into practice. You
cannot do the same things over and over again and
expect the results to be different.

B Lead as if every dollar earned is a gift of personal dis-
cretion. Ensure both you and those you lead behave as if
this is fact. Teach them to respect revenue and the peo-
ple who provide it.

B Separate yourself from your competition internally and
externally. Leave no rock unturned and create no sacred
cows in the pursuit of separation. By aiming focus and
energy internally you can more easily become an
employer of choice. By aiming externally you create sat-
isfied customers who return to spend their discretionary
dollars for your premier services, quality products, or
unique experiences.

B Create value through meeting needs. Everyone must be
able to see and clearly identify value in what you are
doing.

B Maintain quality at all costs. There is example after
example of organizations inadvertently harming quality
in the name of the bottom line. While business is about
making money, know that diminished quality results in
diminished revenue. Further, reestablishing lost quality is
both difficult and costly.

Ron Morrison is the CEO of The Docentus Group. Over the past
decade, Morrison and his team have been developing and
delivering industry-specific training in the areas of leadership,
organizational development, customer service, conflict resol-
ution, and safety and risk management to a variety of organiza-
tions. He may be reached via e-mail at ron@docentus.com.
www.docentus.com
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Supervisors at
Universal Studios
Japan, who recognize
how demanding the
busiest days of the year
can be, train their
employees well in
advance to handle big
crowds.

When Crowdzlla Descends

Notes on crowd
control from three
Japanese parks

by Jody Godoy

REGIONAL .
PROFILE: *

JAPAN

hey’ve been looking forward to this visit, all 10,000 of them. It’s your job as

operations manager to see that everyone enjoys the day safely. While peak

seasons are a boon for parks and a long-awaited chance for many guests, they
can also be a huge logistical challenge. This is especially the case in Japan, where
peak-season rushes can try even the most zenlike patience. Operations staff at three
parks shared their crowd-control know-how.

Routine Training

Every day is a chance to prepare for the next peak season. Koji Aoki, assistant man-
ager of park operations at Yomiuriland, stresses daily training to raise awareness of
safety issues. Opening and closing checks, thorough park inspections, and periodic
disaster-response training are all part of preparing for the rushes that put the park to
the test.

Masaji Tanaka, head of the operations department at Universal Studios Japan
(US]), also sees both situational as well as mental training as important to guest and
employee safety. “We discuss safety measures and have employees enact scenarios so
that the breakdown of responsibilities is clear to everyone,” he says. Supervisors
should help employees learn to spot and report a potential problem before it occurs,
as well as “keep calm and maintain their powers of judgment, and seek guidance from
their superiors if anything out of the ordinary does occur,” says Tanaka.
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Anticipatory Measures
“Controlling the number of guests
in the park and keeping it within
the acceptable limit is one of the
most important factors in crowd
control,” says Tanaka. One way of
controlling guest numbers is to pro-
mote the convenience of buying
tickets online before a visit. US]
also provides information on same-
day tickets and the expected availability of parking via its
web site (www.usj.co.jp/e), and the operators urge guests to
use public transportation when parking is likely to fill up.

Koichi Takezoe, administrative manager at Puroland,
stresses the importance of planning to distribute staff around
the park to keep order while ensuring guests do not feel sti-
fled by overstaffing. At Yomiuriland, temporary employees
increase employee ranks to 150 percent, and extra medical
staff are brought in for peak periods.

Smooth Communication

On busy days, ready and informed staff members are the
park’s first line of defense against crowd control incidents.
In this, “the morning meeting is crucial,” notes Aoki.
Before Yomiuriland opens, supervisors meet with their team
to make announcements and be sure everyone is ready for
the day ahead. Light calisthenics help employees warm up

YOMIURILAND

Tama City, Tokyo
Opened in 1990

2007 annual visitors: 1,253,000

Inagi City, Tokyo
Opened in 1964

2009 peak-season attractions:
“Hello Kitty and the Magical
Kingdom of Oz” musical stage
show, “Hello Kitty Black Wonder”

walkthrough attraction coaster attraction

2008 annual visitors: 640,000

2009 peak-season attractions:
“LaughShot House of Horrors” with
appearances by Japanese comedy
duos, “Splash Bandit” summer

to prevent workplace injury. In the
summer, staff is provided with
sports drinks to avoid dehydration.

Throughout their shifts, Yomi-
uriland’s team leaders periodically
check on junior staff. At US],
employees carry wireless communi-
cation devices and relay current
information to supervisors. Along
with the operations command cen-
ter, these supervisors act as informa-
tion centers to keep the entire crew
on the same page.

Maintaining Movement

On the ground during a rush, one of the biggest concerns is
promoting the flow of traffic. When crowds gather at a stand-
still, trampling injuries can occur, and at the very least, guests
can become frustrated. At US], the first step is to set up over-
flow lanes for all attractions. All ropes, stanchions, barri-
cades, and signs are designed with care so they preserve the
flow of traffic without clashing with park themes.

The park then separates two-way foot traffic on the mid-
way to facilitate freer guest movement. Staff keep guests
aware of the one-way paths and ensure traffic areas stay clear.

“It’s also important for staff to understand the density of
guests allowable in each area,” says Tanaka. “They should be
able to judge quickly whether an area is becoming too

)

crowded and act to relieve the situation.’

Jody Godoy is a Tokyo-based freelance writer specializing in
culture, entertainment, and the arts. www.jodygodoy.com

UNIVERSAL STUDIOS JAPAN

Osaka City, Osaka
Opened in 2001

2008 annual visitors: 8,137,000

2009 peak-season attractions: “E.T.
Adventure: The Legend” limited-
time attraction, “Naruto” live-action
show, Water Street party with
special guests, Summer Vacation
Quiz Rally
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