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[bookmark: _Toc235107394]1. Introduction and Identification of the Business Problem
The UK hospitality industry has experienced profound structural disruption over the past decade, shaped by Brexit, the COVID‑19 pandemic, rising operational costs, and evolving workforce expectations. 
These pressures have intensified labor shortages across the sector, with chef roles among the most critically affected (UK Hospitality, 2023). Luxury hotels, which rely heavily on consistent service excellence and highly skilled culinary teams, face particular challenges in maintaining stable staffing levels while meeting elevated guest expectations.
Pan Pacific London, a five‑star luxury hotel located in the City of London, is recognized for its Singaporean hospitality ethos and award‑winning culinary operations, including Straits Kitchen, banqueting and pastry. Culinary excellence is central to the hotel’s brand identity and competitive positioning within London’s luxury market. However, despite its strong reputation, the hotel has experienced increasing difficulty retaining skilled culinary staff, particularly at Commis Chef, Demi Chef de Partie, and Chef de Partie levels. This trend mirrors national patterns, where chef shortages have become one of the most significant operational constraints in hospitality (People 1st, 2022).
Internal data at Pan Pacific London indicates that turnover within the culinary brigade has risen over the past two years. This has resulted in operational strain, increased reliance on agency labour, and challenges maintaining consistency across outlets. High turnover disrupts mise‑en‑place preparation, slows service delivery, and undermines menu consistency, particularly in high‑volume environments such as Banqueting and refined offer in the restaurant. 
Financially, turnover increases recruitment, onboarding, and training costs, while agency labour often commands higher hourly rates (CIPD, 2022). Strategically, instability in the kitchen threatens guest satisfaction and the hotel’s ability to deliver consistently high‑quality dining experiences.
The culinary profession has traditionally been characterised by long working hours, hierarchical structures, and high physical and emotional demands (Pratten, 2003). While previous generations of chefs accepted these conditions as part of the profession, contemporary workforce expectations have shifted. Younger chefs increasingly prioritize work–life balance, structured development, psychological safety, and supportive leadership (Allen & Mac Con Iomaire, 2017). 
This generational shift requires modern kitchens to adapt their management practices, training structures, and organizational culture to attract and retain talent.
Given the strategic importance of culinary excellence to Pan Pacific London, and the broader labour challenges facing the hospitality sector, this research seeks to investigate the underlying drivers of turnover within the culinary division and explore how enhanced skills development and career progression strategies could improve retention. The findings will support evidence‑based decision‑making and contribute to the hotel’s long‑term workforce planning.
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2. Research Aim, Objectives and Questions
Research Aim
To investigate the key factors influencing culinary staff turnover at Pan Pacific London and evaluate how improved skills development and career progression strategies could enhance retention.
Research Objectives
· To identify the organisational, managerial, and personal factors contributing to turnover among culinary staff at Pan Pacific London.
· To examine employees’ perceptions of current training, development, and progression opportunities within the culinary division.
· To analyse the relationship between job satisfaction, workload, leadership style, and intention to remain in the organisation.
· To propose evidence‑based strategies to improve retention and strengthen the culinary talent pipeline.
Research Questions
· RQ1: What are the primary drivers of turnover among culinary staff at Pan Pacific London?
· RQ2: How do chefs perceive the effectiveness of current training and development initiatives?
· RQ3: What is the relationship between job satisfaction, workload, leadership, and intention to stay?
· RQ4: What HR and managerial strategies could improve retention and support long‑term culinary workforce development?










[bookmark: _Toc235107396]3. Critical Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc235107397]3.1 Staff Turnover in Hospitality
Employee turnover is a persistent challenge in the hospitality sector, with rates significantly higher than the national average (Baum, 2020). Contributing factors include long working hours, physically demanding roles, emotional labour, and comparatively low pay (Jung & Yoon, 2021). In luxury hotels, the pressure to maintain exceptional service standards can intensify stress and burnout, further increasing turnover (Kim et al., 2020). Turnover has substantial financial implications, with replacement costs estimated at 30–50% of annual salary (CIPD, 2022). High turnover also disrupts team cohesion, reduces productivity, and negatively affects guest satisfaction (Davidson et al., 2011).
[bookmark: _Toc235107398]3.2 Culinary Work, Culture and Professional Identity
Culinary professions are characterized by strong occupational identity, craftsmanship, and pride (Fine, 2019). The traditional brigade system, while effective for maintaining discipline and structure, can reinforce hierarchical pressure and limit autonomy (Pratten, 2003). Historically, chefs accepted long hours and intense working conditions as part of the profession. However, contemporary research indicates that younger chefs increasingly reject the “hard‑kitchen” culture, instead valuing work–life balance, psychological safety, and supportive leadership (Allen & Mac Con Iomaire, 2017). This shift requires modern kitchens to adapt their management practices to attract and retain talent.
[bookmark: _Toc235107399]3.3 Job Satisfaction, Engagement and Intention to Stay
Job satisfaction is a major predictor of employee retention (Herzberg, 1968). In hospitality, satisfaction is influenced by leadership style, recognition, teamwork, and perceived fairness (Karatepe, 2013). Engagement theory suggests that employees remain with organisations when they feel valued, supported, and connected to organisational goals (Kahn, 1990). Excessive workload, inconsistent scheduling, and lack of recognition reduce satisfaction and increase turnover intentions (Jung & Yoon, 2021). In culinary environments, the combination of physical demands and emotional pressure can exacerbate dissatisfaction if not managed effectively.
[bookmark: _Toc235107400]3.4 Training, Development and Career Progression
Career development is a critical retention tool in hospitality (Walsh & Taylor, 2007). Employees who perceive clear progression pathways are more likely to remain long‑term. Effective development includes structured training, mentoring, cross‑exposure, and transparent promotion criteria (Davidson et al., 2011). In culinary settings, skill development is essential for maintaining quality, innovation, and consistency (Allen & Mac Con Iomaire, 2017). However, many kitchens lack formalised development structures, relying instead on informal, on‑the‑job learning. This can lead to perceptions of stagnation and limited career growth, contributing to turnover.
[bookmark: _Toc235107401]3.5 Leadership and Organisational Culture
Leadership style plays a significant role in retention. Transformational leadership, characterised by support, coaching, and empowerment has been shown to increase job satisfaction and reduce turnover intentions (Karatepe, 2013). In contrast, authoritarian leadership, which is common in traditional kitchens, can create stress, conflict, and disengagement (Pratten, 2003). Organisational culture also influences retention; cultures that prioritise wellbeing, communication, and fairness tend to retain staff more effectively (Baum, 2020).

[bookmark: _Toc235107402]3.6 Gaps in the Literature
Although research highlights turnover drivers in hospitality, few studies focus specifically on luxury hotel culinary divisions, where expectations, culture, and skill requirements differ significantly. 
There is also limited research on how structured development programmes influence retention in high‑end kitchens. 
This study addresses these gaps by examining the unique context of Pan Pacific London.
[bookmark: _Toc235107403]3.7 Additional Critical Perspective 
While existing literature highlights the importance of development, leadership, and culture, some scholars argue that structural industry issues—such as low margins, unpredictable demand, and chronic understaffing—limit the effectiveness of retention strategies (Baum, 2020). This suggests that even well‑designed training programmes may have limited impact if organisational pressures remain unaddressed. Furthermore, Fine (2019) notes that the strong occupational identity of chefs can create tension between tradition and modern expectations, complicating attempts to reform kitchen culture. These contrasting perspectives highlight a gap in understanding how luxury hotels, which operate under different financial and service pressures than independent restaurants, can adapt retention strategies without compromising operational performance.
















[bookmark: _Toc235107404]4. Research Methodology and Design
[bookmark: _Toc235107405]4.1 Research Philosophy
This study adopts a pragmatic research philosophy, which is appropriate given the applied nature of the business problem and the need to generate actionable insights for Pan Pacific London. Pragmatism prioritises practical outcomes and supports the use of mixed methods to understand complex organisational issues (Creswell, 2014). Turnover in culinary environments is influenced by both quantifiable variables—such as workload, satisfaction, and tenure—and deeper cultural and experiential factors that cannot be captured through numerical data alone. Pragmatism therefore enables the researcher to draw on the strengths of both positivist (quantitative) and interpretivist (qualitative) traditions, allowing for a more holistic understanding of the phenomenon. This philosophical stance aligns with the study’s aim of producing evidence‑based recommendations that are grounded in both statistical patterns and lived experiences of chefs within the hotel.
[bookmark: _Toc235107406]4.2 Data Collection Methods
Quantitative Component
· Instrument: Online questionnaire using Likert‑scale items measuring job satisfaction, workload, leadership, development opportunities, and intention to stay.
· Sample: All culinary staff (approx. 30 employees across Straits Kitchen, banqueting, pastry).
· Purpose: Identify patterns and correlations between key variables.
Qualitative Component
· Instrument: Semi‑structured interviews with 10–15 chefs across different levels (Commis to Sous Chef) and 2–3 managers (Executive Chef, HR Business Partner).
· Purpose: Explore experiences, perceptions of development, and cultural factors influencing retention.
[bookmark: _Toc235107407]4.3 Sampling Strategy
· Survey: Census approach to maximise representativeness.
· Interviews: Purposive sampling to ensure diversity of roles, tenure, and backgrounds.








[bookmark: _Toc235107408]4.4 Data Analysis
· Quantitative:
· Descriptive statistics (mean, frequency).
· Correlation analysis to examine relationships between satisfaction, workload, leadership, and intention to stay.
· Qualitative:
· Thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke (2006).
· Coding for themes such as workload, culture, development, leadership, and career aspirations.
[bookmark: _Toc235107409]4.5 Ethical Considerations
· Informed consent and voluntary participation.
· Anonymity and confidentiality.
· Secure data storage.
· Avoiding harm by ensuring no identifiable negative comments are shared with management.
[bookmark: _Toc235107410]4.6 Reliability and Validity
· Use of established scales increases reliability.
· Pilot testing the survey ensures clarity.
· Triangulation of quantitative and qualitative data enhances validity.
· Reflexivity will be applied to minimise researcher bias.
[bookmark: _Toc235107411]4.7 Limitation of the methodology
Several methodological limitations must be acknowledged. First, the sample size is relatively small due to the size of the culinary brigade, which may limit the generalisability of quantitative findings. Second, interviews rely on self‑reported data, which may be influenced by social desirability bias, particularly in hierarchical kitchen environments where employees may feel cautious about criticising leadership. Third, the researcher’s insider status as a senior member of the culinary team may introduce bias, although reflexivity and anonymised data collection will help mitigate this. Finally, the study focuses on a single luxury hotel, meaning findings may not fully represent the broader hospitality sector. Despite these limitations, the mixed‑methods design enhances the robustness and credibility of the results.





[bookmark: _Toc235107412]5. Business Relevance and Practical Implications
[bookmark: _Toc235107413]5.1 Organisational Benefits
The findings will provide Pan Pacific London with:
· A clear diagnosis of turnover drivers in the culinary division.
· Evidence‑based insights into staff perceptions of development and leadership.
· Data to inform HR strategy, workforce planning, and training investment.
· Improved understanding of generational expectations within the culinary workforce.



[bookmark: _Toc235107414]5.2 Potential Recommendations
Depending on findings, recommendations may include:
· Structured culinary development pathways (e.g., Commis‑to‑CDP programme).
· Leadership training for senior chefs to promote supportive, coaching‑based management.
· Improved work–life balance initiatives, such as rota stability and reduced split shifts.
· Mentoring and cross‑training across outlets to enhance skills and engagement.
· Clear promotion criteria and transparent performance reviews.
· Enhanced onboarding programmes to support new chefs during their first 90 days.

[bookmark: _Toc235107415]5.3 Contribution to Personal Learning
While Karatepe (2013) emphasises the role of transformational leadership in reducing turnover, Pratten (2003) argues that structural issues within the brigade system limit the impact of leadership interventions. This tension highlights the need to examine both cultural and managerial factors simultaneously.
This project enhances understanding of applied business research, HR strategy, and organisational behaviour within a real‑world culinary context. It strengthens analytical skills relevant to future managerial and consultancy roles and supports professional development as an Executive Sous Chef.






[bookmark: _Toc235107416]Conclusion 
This research proposal has outlined a structured plan to investigate the key factors influencing culinary staff turnover at Pan Pacific London and to evaluate how enhanced skills development and career progression strategies could improve retention. 
The review of existing literature highlights the complexity of turnover in hospitality, shaped by cultural, organisational, and generational dynamics. 
By adopting a mixed‑methods approach, the study will generate both measurable insights and deeper qualitative understanding of chefs’ experiences within the hotel’s culinary division. 
The findings are expected to support evidence‑based decision‑making, strengthen workforce planning, and contribute to the long‑term sustainability of the hotel’s culinary excellence. 
Ultimately, the project will not only benefit organisational strategy but also enhance the researcher’s professional competence in applied business research.
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