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Abstract
This study aims to explore the role of employee engagement initiatives in addressing the issue of staff shortages at the Holiday Inn Sunderland. The research was conducted to address the ongoing difficulties the hospitality sector has faced with, from high rates of turnover and difficulty attracting trained employees, to previous lows in morale, combined with the impacts of the global pandemic and shifting expectations for workers. Employee engagement has been considered as a prospective tool to tackle these challenges, but the practice is not uniform across various hotel settings. This study intends to investigate which retention tactics are likely to be most effective and to propose how they can be applied in a regional hotel setting.
The study used a qualitative secondary data methodology drawing on academic literature, industry reports, and best practice case studies. The research approach was inductive, giving the study the flexibility to examine any emerging patterns and relationships between the engagement practices and staffing outcomes. Thematic analysis was applied to the most relevant findings from reviewed sources concerning employee perceptions, organisational behaviour, and leadership practice. This methodology allowed for a critical synthesis of theoretical and practical insights into people management in hospitality.
Several factors driving employee engagement and their relationship with retention were among the findings of the study. The practices that had a relationship to the willingness of employees to work for hotels were identified. Particularly effective in reducing turnover intent were engagement tactics that contributed to working conditions supportive of personnel well-being, inclusive communication, career advancement, and supportive management. 
Meanwhile, continued challenges that blocked structural level changes included insulation from implementation, lack of leadership training, and lack of synchronisation between firm-level policies and local practices, which were particularly pronounced in the hotel chains’ branches.
Consideration of these findings allows the study to suggest several recommendations for Holiday Inn Sunderland to improve their employee engagement model. These have centred on the advent of structured communication tools, enhanced staff training opportunities, enhanced leadership training, as well as methods for better managing and enhancing flexibility in rostered time. The research suggests that if engagement is positioned as a foundation element of strategic decision-making for any organisation, it can play a critical role in reducing workforce instability and improving service and resilience over the long term.
This study contributes to the broader knowledge of HRM in hospitality by demonstrating the operational benefit of engaging employees. It also gives practical advice to the hotel managers who want to deal with staff shortages in an eco-responsible and human-centred way. Although there are limitations because this is a secondary data research, it provides a solid base for prospective research that uses primary data collection within specific hotel environments. Finally, it adds to the growing body of evidence which suggests that engagement through localised practices has the potential to create a motivated and committed workforce, who may not be too influenced by transient workforce regimes prevalent in the hospitality industry.
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[bookmark: _Toc200547129]Chapter 1 – Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc200547130]1.1 Background of the Research
Hospitality is a labour-intensive industry in which the quality of service and the level of customer satisfaction are based significantly on the presence and performance of the front-line workers (Pryce, 2020). Staffing shortages have been an industry-wide problem. Fallout from the staff shortage has impacted everything from operational efficiency to guest experience in recent years. This has been exacerbated by the COVID-19 crisis, labour mobility issues relating to Brexit, and changing employee aspirations (Kumodji, 2022). The effect is a tight labour market, where sourcing and retaining have become ongoing worries for hoteliers.
This study is about Holiday Inn Sunderland, one of the franchises of the world-famous InterContinental Hotels Group (IHG). Based in the heart of Sunderland in the Northeast of England, the hotel is one of the many hotels within a large, branded supply chain/segments that are competing in a competitive mid-scale market for both Leisure and Corporate clients (IHG, 2024). Multiple continuous service deficiencies have been noticed due to a lack of employees (housekeeping, F&B, and front desk). A resolute core team of professionals notwithstanding, it was evident that understaffing led to stress in service provision and the morale of the staff.
Observation and informal dialogues indicated the presence of engagement activities to some extent, but they were not leveraged enough to increase the stay of employees. Engagement in this case relates to the employees’ mental and emotional contribution they invest in their job and the company. The research of Saks et al. (2022) indicates that engaged employees are more likely to want to stay with an organisation, to be more effective, and to make a positive contribution to organisational culture, which is a significant issue for staff retention challenges.
As such, this research aims to investigate the impact of employee engagement strategies to alleviate staff shortage in hospitality through the lens of Holiday Inn Sunderland. This study follows a secondary research approach using academic research, industry reports, and published HR resources as opposed to primary data.
[bookmark: _Toc200547131]1.2 Research Aim
The aim is to examine the contribution made by employee engagement in reducing staffing problems and to provide practical advice for businesses like the Sunderland Holiday Inn Hotel to deal with the problem. 

[bookmark: _Toc200547132]1.3 Research Objectives
· To assess the current engagement strategies in the Hospitality Industry.
· To study the association of employees’ engagement and retention within the Hospitality Industry.
· To determine the barriers that affect the operational and managerial levels of involvement.
· To recommend engagement enhancement strategies that could contribute to long-term employee retention.


[bookmark: _Toc200547133]Chapter 2 – Literature Review
Challenges in staff retention in hotels are addressed by high turnover rates as well as the reliance on front-line staff (Codling et al., 2022). The hospitality industry is constantly experiencing major challenges in staff retention. Employee engagement has become a popularized concept for these problems, promising a solution for greater employee loyalty, productivity, and retention (Adriyanto, 2023).
This literature review systematically reviews central theories and definitions of employee engagement, discusses how it is particularly applicable in hospitality, and demonstrates how engagement is associated with retention. The underlying causes of the staff shortage are also examined, and an assessment is made of the role engagement strategies can play in providing more sustainable solutions. These aspects reflect recognized knowledge as well as deficiencies in present evidence and provide the background for the research aim of the present study.

[bookmark: _Toc200547134]2.1 Conceptualising Employee Engagement
Employee engagement is a multidimensional construct that has been conceptualised and theorised in multiple ways in human resource management and organisational psychology (Pincus, 2023). For example, engagement has been conceptually defined by Boccoli et al. (2023) as the investment of one’s complete self into an activity that assumes meaning through the relationship between the employees. Ghlichlee and Bayat (2021) added that initiative-taking employees are believed to be more productive, customer-oriented, and committed to remaining in the organisation.
One of the first and most influential models in the literature was developed by William Kahn (1990), who proposed that employees invest themselves to different degrees in response to their psychological experiences of meaningfulness, safety, and availability (Rumbles, 2022). When work is meaningful to employees, and they feel both psychologically safe and emotionally and physically able, engagement will be more likely, in Kahn’s view (Rumbles, 2022).
The Gallup Q12 model, which assesses engagement using a 12-item survey in areas such as recognition, development opportunities, and clarity of expectations, is another popular framework (Megat and Krishnan, 2023). This model has been utilised for many decades in various fields, such as hospitality, to measure organisational health and employee motivation.
Classical motivation theories also contribute to developing an understanding of engagement. Higher-order engagement, such as self-actualisation or belonging in the workplace, will not be a concern in the absence of meeting fundamental physical and safety needs of the employees, according to Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs (Adams, 2024). Herzberg’s two-factor theory also posits a dichotomy between hygiene factors (e.g., pay, working conditions) and motivators (e.g., recognition, achievement), with the former preventing dissatisfaction and the latter promoting engagement and job satisfaction (Ghimire et al., 2024).
According to the research of Nwachukwu et al. (2022), employee engagement does not equal, but is closely tied to, job satisfaction, organisational commitment, and employee involvement. That includes the way workers feel about their jobs as well as how much they care about contributing to the company’s success. In hospitality, where most things that happen in a day are people-focused, demanding, and unpredictable, engagement plays an important part in minimizing burnout, turnover, and disengagement.

[bookmark: _Toc200547135]2.2 Employee Engagement in the Hospitality Sector
The hospitality industry is characterised by its service-intensive, customer-contact-based, and emotionally demanding context, so engagement of hospitality employees raises some specific challenges and opportunities. Not all industries rely so much on their frontline employees to deliver a memorable service, however, hotels do, and so engagement is not just an HR issue, it is also a business one. However, the industry has been challenged by turnover, shift work, and occupational stress, factors which influence employee engagement (Krishnan and Rathakrishnan, 2025).
[bookmark: _Hlk200160710]Many scholars, like Budhiraja et al. (2022) suggest that insufficient chances of advancement, lack of recognition, or even a lack of work/life balance could cause hospitality employees to be disengaged. In reaction to this, numerous hotel chains have implemented motivational programs that target intrinsic motivation. These could be internal campaigns, career paths, staff recognition, and emotional well-being packages. For instance, the Hilton Group’s “Thrive at Hilton” initiative sees mental wellness, flexible work, and career growth as being foundational for engagement (Hilton Group, 2025).
Leadership also plays a critical role in engagement. In the hotel industry, positively related to staff engagement was transformational leadership, which is defined as such leadership that inspires, provides intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration (Abolnasser et al., 2023). By contrast, if transactional strategies dominate, and the driver of motivation is simply task accomplishment and control, these kinds of shared purpose and relationships may not develop.
[bookmark: _Hlk200161263]However, researchers like Williams (2022) noted that many hospitality engagement plans are constructed impersonally, with no specific accounting for on-the-job realities such as stress in peak season, short-staffed shifts, or diversity among workers. These discrepancies show that engagement, for it to be genuinely successful, needs to be context-specific and that it should be integrated into daily management routines.

[bookmark: _Toc200547136]2.3 Causes and Consequences of Staff Shortage
The scarcity of talent in hospitality is taking place against a backdrop of global and local labour challenges. One reason to explain such increased prevalence is the sector’s traditionally elevated levels of staff turnover, with hotels having an annual rate that often surpasses significantly (Dogru et al., 2023). Low wages, poor career progression, long hours, and unsocial working hours are factors that contribute to the transient nature of the hospitality workforce, which may be even more clear with young and entry-level employees (da Cruz Botelho, 2023).
The COVID-19 crisis has compounded these circumstances. Lockdowns, furlough programs, and uncertainty pushed many workers out of the sector for good. Amid a resurgence of business, hotels had difficulty rehiring experienced workers, and many departments remained perpetually understaffed. Kalaitzake (2022) said that in the UK, Brexit has worsened the challenge faced, as access to international labour, a dependency in the sector, has become more limited, specifically in cities such as London and Manchester, as well as regional hubs like Sunderland. The impacts of the understaffing are broad. Operationally, they lead to excessive workload on the remaining staff, service lags, reduced guest satisfaction, and, in some instances, operational shutdown. Based on the human capital theory perspective, understaffing leads to increased stress, burnout, and disengagement, which in turn leads to a self-reinforcing process of added attrition (Amadhila, 2022). 
This also challenges innovation and productivity, as managers concentrate on day-to-day coverage rather than future planning or service enhancement. For branded hotels such as Holiday Inn Sunderland, ongoing short staffing can harm brand quality and guest loyalty.

[bookmark: _Toc200547137]2.4 Linking Engagement to Retention
The relationship between employee engagement and staff retention has been widely reported in organisational research, and the literature on the link has been increasing in the hospitality sector. Engaged employees are more loyal, perform better, and have lower turnover intentions, towards which engagement has become a strategic imperative in a time of enduring labour instability for hoteliers (Hassanein and Özgit, 2022).
Leaders include tactics like recognition, development, career advancement, success, and open communication have been revealed to increase employees' emotional connection to their work, which keeps them longer. For example, Murray and Holmes (2021) revealed that hotels engaging in recognition and empowerment programs experienced a substantial decrease in the voluntary rate of employee turnover. A study by Michael and Fotiadis (2022) affirms the same, and in addition, is intriguing, emphasizing the value of training and psychological support as determinants of employee commitment in the post-pandemic hospitality environment.
However, not all tactics are equally effective with distinct roles or demographics. Front-line employees may prefer informal incentives, such as scheduling autonomy, fair distribution of workload, and open lines of communication, to voucher rewards (Gunton, 2018). Manager, meanwhile, may be involved in leadership development and performance-based advancement programs to a greater extent. This distinction is important when tailoring engagement interventions for long-term retention. Besides that, the role of engagement in helping to alleviate staff shortages should not be limited to how it helps keep nurses at the door, but also in how it builds a resilient and proactive workforce. Engaged employees are more likely to go that extra mile, help each other, and keep flexibility in the busiest times, the perfect qualities for a dynamic industry like hospitality (Stylos et al., 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc200547138]Chapter 3- Method
The method section describes the method adopted to study how employee engagement strategies can alleviate the issue of staff shortage in the hospitality business at Holiday Inn Sunderland. This research does not stand for a primary data-based case study in the traditional sense, but it was contextualized by a clear linkage to a specific hotel brand to ensure both practical relevance and implementable concluding findings.

[bookmark: _Toc200547139]3.1 Research Philosophy
This paper holds an interpretivist philosophy toward understanding the context of human behaviour, focusing more on subjective meanings and less on objective measurement (Nickerson, 2022). Such a perspective is particularly applicable to investigating such broad and intangible concepts as engagement, motivation, and emotional investment in job performance (Alharahsheh and Pius, 2020). Since this approach requires the specification of concrete, the research follows an inductive procedure in creating solid themes and propositions for insight based on existing data and literature. 

[bookmark: _Toc200547140]3.2 Contextual Focus
Holiday Inn Sunderland. Although no direct case study type of research was conducted involving interviews or observations, the paper focused on Holiday Inn Sunderland as a primary distinct anchor in which to embed information and analysis. By focusing on the hotel as an example of a mid-scale hotel operation, the general theme of staff insufficiency was adequately presented in the study. 

[bookmark: _Toc200547141]3.3 Data Collection 
Data were gathered only from secondary sources such as academic papers, hospitality industry white papers, IHG group published grey papers, and hospitality-related websites, employee reviews, so as not to indulge in the physical data collection in the post-pandemic time. Only sources proven by validity and dated from 2018 to 2024 were reviewed.

[bookmark: _Toc200547142]3.4 Netnography 
A unique element of research to examine the problem is the use of netnography, a type of qualitative online research to analyse behaviour and feedback on the digital platform (Discetti and Anderson, 2023). The netnography method for this study includes reviewing staff feedback and testimonials about employee engagement on platforms like Glassdoor, indeed, and LinkedIn. These reviews are typically written by staff and are anonymous but offer great insight into the beliefs of employee engagement in the hospitality industry, including common grievances and praise. This approach is essential when primary data collection is not available, but the secondary dataset can be enriched with such data (Kozinets and Gretzel, 2024).

[bookmark: _Toc200547143]3.5 Data Analysis 
The use of thematic analysis in research recommended by Braun and Clarke will help analyse the collected data, following the six-phase framework: familiarization, coding, theme development, theme review, theme definition, and reporting (Braun and Clarke, 2024). The primary purpose is to find different patterns from the secondary sources related to the well-being and acceptance of employee engagement efforts. 
Thematic analysis is a suitable methodology for the present type of study to enable the identification and interpretation of themes clear in and codified from a diverse and large quantity of secondary qualitative data. There is an emphasis on more abstract concepts (engagement, motivation,  retention), and thematic analysis allows the flexibility to probe deeper meanings in employee feedback, literature, and industry documents (Naeem et al., 2023). Its structured yet flexible approach is well suited to a process of inductive enquiry such as the current study, as it allows insights to appear instead. This approach is particularly when synthesising secondary data to develop concepts, not to test prior theories (Ozue et al., 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc200547144]3.6 Limitations
There are, however, limitations to this research methodology. The reliance of all findings largely on secondary data would deprive the research of access to live, real-time context opportunities. The lack of primary interviews, on the other hand, denies the opportunity to explore the specific nature of engagement practices more deeply. Thematic analyses are also subject to interpretation, and this might introduce elements of subjectivity in the final themes. Even though this research strives to critically analyse all sources before, such facts cannot be ignored in discussions about its breadth and implications.

[bookmark: _Toc200547145]Chapter 4 – Findings and Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc200547146]4.1 Findings
This part of the chapter outlines the findings obtained from the thematic analysis of the secondary data. The sources allowed capturing both theoretical and experiential insights into the topic of employee engagement and how it is connected to the problem of staffing shortages. Braun and Clarke’s six-step framework for thematic analysis was applied to the retrieved data (Braun and Clarke, 2024). The key themes were determined based on their frequency, their significance for the topic of staff engagement and retention, and their presence in the academic, as well as practice-oriented, materials.

[bookmark: _Toc200547147]4.1.1 Theme 1: Communication and Transparency
Based on the research of Lubis (2024), it can be said that effective internal communication is a consistent theme and a critical factor of employee engagement. For the hospitality sector, characterised by various teams, shifts, and jobs, effective communication from management can help build trust, set clear and consistent expectations, and foster feelings of inclusion. It is noted in the research of Jerab (2023) that transparent decision-making promotes a sense of safety and prevents anxiety resulting from potential changes or the lack of workplace stability due to understaffing. Research by Liu (2022) also indicates that two-way communication, in which employees are not only told but also asked, is fundamental to engagement. It means that the organisations may have better retention prospects when they can ensure that the employees understand that their inputs are highly prioritised, and managers are showing empathy while carefully listening to their thoughts or ideas. 
In the hospitality industry, employee retention is possible through strategies like flexible scheduling, proper job descriptions and responsibilities, and consistent team meetings. For example, it was found in the research of Lee et al. (2021) that when employees notice poor communication between the managers and employees, they think that they are not worth the job or that the company is not giving value to their perspectives and ideas. In another research by Castro et al. (2025), they found that their few participants are continuously feeling excluded, and they developed a viewpoint that they are not considered important by their organisations, as they were not informed about some major decisions that affected their job responsibilities or schedule. Ruppel et al. (2022) also demonstrated similar findings and showed in their research that when there is poor communication between managers and employees, it creates disengagement and lowers the motivation level of the employees. 

[bookmark: _Toc200547148]4.1.2 Theme 2: Recognition and Reward Systems
Reward systems, both in terms of financial remuneration and non-financial incentives, are considered important motivating factors in working environments where workers face high workloads and emotional strain (Chukuigwe, 2022). Examples of such engagement initiatives in the hospitality industry are Hilton’s Catch Me at My Best and IHG’s Celebrate Service Week (Gomez, 2025). Positive reviews on Indeed, and Glassdoor often pointed out “recognition for hard work,” “staff of the month” features,” and “free stays for the best performers,” one former employer stated: “I always felt that I was noticed and appreciated even at the peaks” (Herrity, 2023). Negative reviews, in contrast, included “no positive reinforcement,” “no feedback unless something went wrong,” and “no overtime wage recognition, or even appreciation for extra effort” (Maslach and Leiter, 2022). 
The patterns suggest that effective recognition practices are not uniform and that inconsistency creates a challenge for employee engagement. That is why De Smet et al. (2021) said that when workers do not see their hard work being noticed, they become less motivated to continue, and attrition rates increase. Sorn et al. (2023) also said that recognition and reward are not just for employee morale, but an integral part of any retention strategy.

[bookmark: _Toc200547149]4.1.3 Theme 3:  Career Progression and Training Opportunities 
One of the most cited aspects of employee engagement research is the significant role of career development and training. This seems particularly applicable to the hospitality sector, where role descriptions and upward progression are often nebulous at best. The research of Aldabbas et al. (2025) suggests that when employees see both a clear path of progression and the intrinsic and extrinsic rewards associated with it, they are likelier to stay engaged and committed to the firm. Career development can serve both as additional motivation and a signal that the firm is interested in long-term employees. In terms of the hotel sector, firms such as IHG and Hilton have pursued structured training programmes for their employees, such as IHG Academy or Hilton University (Pereira, 2023). These programmes are explicitly intended to raise employee engagement by aligning employee ambition with organizational goals and have indeed been demonstrated to have a positive effect on employee retention. 
The clear implication here is that investment in career progression must be meaningful. Not properly thought-out training programmes that are never realised in practice are likely to lead to disengagement, particularly among younger staff, many of whom hope to progress through their organizations, and potential ‘lifers’, those who are entering the sector for the long haul. That is why Aziedjo (2024) emphasizes that investment in consistent career development and progression is so important; it not only aids in maintaining employee engagement but also provides key internal talent pools to reduce reliance on the external job market and mitigate endemic skills shortages.

[bookmark: _Toc200547150]4.1.4 Theme 4:  Work Life Balance and Flexibility
Work-life balance is also an issue that plays a critical role in employee engagement schemes in the hospitality industry, given the fact that positions are usually both physically and emotionally demanding and often require irregular working hours. Employees in this industry regularly complain of pressure and exhaustion, which is attributed to irregular schedules, long hours of work, and inadequate personal time (Yu and Leka, 2022). Dahalan et al. (2024) added that even the most engaged employees can become disengaged if they do not have the right work-life balance, which translates to higher churn regardless of the resulting operational disruption.
Other existing studies also say flexibility with in the role in hospitality is a key driver for employee retention. Research by Barker et al. (2025) indicates that employees are more likely to stick with organizations that honour their time outside work and provide them with consistent and fair scheduling. Flexibility, ranging from offering alternative shifts, split shifts, or rest between consecutive shifts, has been found to have a beneficial influence on job satisfaction and to lower psychological burnout (Lu et al., 2022).
HR policies that focus on the well-being of employees are associated with better retention rates among their organisations. Take IHG, which has implemented programs to enhance employee well-being with flexible work hours and additional rest days as part of its corporate HR approach (IHG, 2025). Those are part of a broader societal pendulum-swing toward recognizing the personal and psychological needs of hospitality employees, rather than treating them as interchangeable parts of a labour mill.
Still, there are many obstacles. The solution may not be so easy for smaller, regionally managed hotels that are often operated with thin staffing, in the tightest of economic situations, or within an environment that does not emphasize management training. Untreated, the imbalance can lead to absences and disconnection. Thus, embedding structured flexibility and wellness into staffing plans is essential to mitigating burnout and ensuring staff stabilisation for the long term within hospitality.

[bookmark: _Toc200547151]4.1.5 Theme 5: Leadership Style and Managerial Support
Leadership style is a key element determining employees' engagement, especially in service-based industries such as hospitality, where the daily jobs may be high-strain and emotionally taxing. There is abundant evidence in the literature, like that of Ntseke et al. (2022), showing the positive impact of both supportive and transformational leadership on motivation, turnover intentions, and commitment of employees.
Transformational leaders, who motivate, encourage, and develop their teams, are found to be related to elevated levels of employee engagement. In this regard, Munir et al. (2023) said that these leaders prioritize transparent communication, emotional intelligence, and personalised consideration, which are all crucial in hospitality roles where staff face guest issues and fluctuating workloads regularly. As suggested by Gom et al. (2021), transformational leadership is directly and positively associated with job satisfaction as well as psychological capital of employees in the hotel industry.
On the other hand, transactional leadership, which is characterised by task monitoring by researchers like Raveendran (2021), is also performance-controlling and disciplining, and is effective in generating short-run productivity. However, it has been shown to relate to reduced engagement and higher levels of stress. Staff with this type of leader may believe that their role is not appreciated or that they are being micromanaged, which in turn, results in less loyalty and an increased willingness to look elsewhere.
There is also managerial backing, which is needed apart from the leadership style. It has been found in the research of Dan (2024) that supporting employees in their personal and career advancement may lead to increased engagement and commitment, also during peak demand times. Examples are mentoring, coaching, moral support in conflicts, and acknowledgement of employees at peak performance. So good leadership does not just improve an individual’s performance; it builds a stable, engaged team. To help combat staff levels, managers must focus on building an environment of trust, development, and support, and it is necessary if turnover is to be reduced and the level of service in hotels such as Holiday Inn Sunderland is to be maintained.

[bookmark: _Toc200547152]4.2 Discussion
The results of this research highlight the complicated and multi-faceted relationship between employee engagement practices and labour shortages in the hotel industry. Based on the secondary data and thematic analysis, five primary themes were identified: communication and transparency, recognition and rewards, career progression and training, work-life balance, and leadership backing. This section explores the evidence presented and critically analyses how well it fits in, extends, or goes against existing literature, and what it means for solving the problem of staffing in hospitality in places like Holiday Inn Sunderland.
The first pillar of engagement identified in this research is transparency and communication. Effectively, in the hospitality industry, effective communication is an issue of both operational efficiency and emotional security for employees. The results are consistent with those of Liu et al. (2023), who emphasised that openness creates trust and increases engagement by establishing a culture where employees experience being involved and informed. Alblihed et al. (2022) also highlighted that a failure to communicate results in role ambiguity, stress, and disconnection, and therefore leads to staff turnover. Consistent with these studies, poor internal communication, especially related to scheduling, responsibilities, and feedback, reduced engagement and satisfaction. Instead, when communication is received as open, two-way, and respectful, it is associated with greater organizational attachment. For Holiday Inn Sunderland, this means introducing clear communication structures, with regular briefings, digital scheduling technology, and feedback loops to keep staff engaged and retention up.
The second prominent theme, Recognition and Reward Systems, demonstrated the psychological and motivational value of recognition in staff retention. Previous research by Mowbray et al. (2024) resonates with these understandings, both tangible and non-tangible/money and salary bonuses (e.g., public respect, working condition-adjusted salary bonuses) affect the satisfaction level of the staff. It cannot be denied that monetary incentives matter, but non-monetary recognition can work as effectively, especially when it comes to shaping a culture of recognition. This is consistent with Herzberg’s two-factor theory, in which recognition is a prominent motivator (Ibrahim et al., 2023). However, the uneven practices of recognition in secondary sources indicate a lack of implementation, especially in local businesses. As a solution to this, management could introduce recognition programs that are more visible and inclusive, where being recommended by peers and receiving constant feedback is used for rewarding desired behaviour and retaining employees.
Career Progression and Training Opportunities were also well supported in the literature and from the findings. Several studies have demonstrated that employees are more prone to stay with organizations that offer clear lines of development and skill-enhancement opportunities (Poorani and Krishnan, 2021). It is especially crucial in the hospitality sector, where a lot of low-skilled staff can and want to be part of a company for the long term. The research reveals that, although some large hotel groups, such as IHG, have structured schemes (for instance, IHG Academy), access to and delivery of these at the regional level is patchy (IHG, 2025). The result is a sense of stagnation, which can dampen engagement, particularly with ambitious employees and those earlier in their careers. Furthermore, the results of the present study are consistent with Nezami et al. (2021), who report that security is no longer the top priority for Gen Z and millennial workers as they demand more training and development. For Holiday Inn Sunderland, this means the availability of area-specific and company-wide career development programmes for staff and guaranteeing all team members know what career advancement opportunities are available to them, and how they can access them. Mentoring programmes, cross-departmental training, and transparent internal promotion pathways could also help to reduce attrition and encourage longer engagement.
Another key factor in Employee Engagement, especially in the wake of post-pandemic changes to the workforce, is Work-Life Balance and Flexibility. The impact of irregular schedules and long, asocial working hours on well-being and job satisfaction has been highlighted in the research of Song and Lee (2021). Mensah et al. (2023) also contend that an elevated level of attrition in the hotel industry is mostly caused by work-life conflict. Current findings amplify these concerns, indicating that a lack of flexibility in scheduling and disregard for personal time are major contributors to disconnection. On the other side, when employees feel they get fair shift allocation, rest days, and that rostering is transparent, they are more likely to stay and perform well (Patrick, 2023). These observations indicate that flexibility is not a nice-to-have, but strategic. For franchises, such as the Holiday Inn Sunderland hotels, implementing digital rota systems, the ability to work preferred shifts, and creating a culture that respects personal time is a vital move in employee retention.
Lastly, the antecedents of Leadership Style and Managerial Support emerged as contributors to engagement. Empathy, vision, and empowerment aspects of transformational leadership are also positively related to engagement in the hospitality industry criteria (Farrell, 2022). This is a leadership approach that establishes trust, generates commitment, and creates that critical sense of psychological safety. It is something crucial in high-stress industries, such as those in the hotel sector. These findings are consistent with this literature, in that staff who are emotionally and professionally supported by their manager tend to be more engaged and committed. Transactional, or absentee, leadership styles, however, are related to lower morale and higher turnover intentions. These findings also connect to Hwang et al. (2021), who had highlighted the manager as an emotional anchor in the hospitality work context. For Holiday Inn Sunderland, the unit leadership development comes to the fore. Efforts to develop emotional intelligence, feedback skills, and supportive communication among front-line managers as part of training programs may promote engagement and retention of staff.

[bookmark: _Toc200547153]4.2.1 Addressing the Research Objectives
This research fills the gap regarding employee engagement strategies to alleviate staff shortage in the hospitality industry, more specifically at Holiday Inn Sunderland. The research objective was accomplished by conducting a comprehensive thematic analysis of secondary and sector-specific insights.
The first objective determined how practices currently implemented for engagement were capable of being measured, was achieved with the identification of best practices: communication, recognition, career growth, balance, and leadership, practices used but inconsistently across the industry. The second objective, examining the relationship between employee engagement and retention, was also supported, as a great deal of literature found that engaged employees are highly likely to be retained in an organisation.
The third objective sought to explore obstacles to managerial and operational involvement. The study found that a lack of coherent execution, insufficient staff training, resource constraints, and operational demands often prevent a successful engagement at the hotel level. These challenges are even more pronounced in smaller or regional hotels like Holiday Inn Sunderland.”

[bookmark: _Toc200547154]4.2.2 Implications for Holiday Inn Sunderland 
The results of the present study have important implications for Holiday Inn Sunderland and other similar mid-scale hotels experiencing long-term staff shortages. For one, these can lead directly to an improvement in the morale of the employees as well as a reduction in employee burnout, absenteeism, and staff turnover. These methods are not only cost-effective but also readily applicable in operational systems.
Holiday Inn Sunderland: “Continuation paths to growth are probably the best way to overcome the perception of stagnation, to keep and maintain employees for a long time (Struckell et al., 2022).” Providing opportunities for training and promoting from within can retain employees, especially entry-level employees looking to advance their careers. Flexible scheduling policies, moreover, can help to alleviate burnout and work-life imbalance (both major factors in disengagement).
In general, the research supports the idea that employee engagement should be grounded at the level of a fundamental managerial task, as opposed to an HRM activity. Amid a post-pandemic hospitality rebound, hotels that focused on staff engagement were able to hold onto a vibrant workforce and drove consistent service excellence.
As a worldwide brand, Holiday Inn Sunderland finds itself in a great position to integrate their HR activity in line with IHG re-strategies, but also to provide unique engagement solutions to suit local demands. In doing so, it can enhance its employer brand and develop a more engaged,  motivated workforce. 

[bookmark: _Toc200547155]4.2.3 Limitations
This research is also constrained by the restriction to secondary data and the inability to access first-hand, context-bound accounts of staff at Holiday Inn Sunderland. The study cannot effectively encapsulate present internal engagement practices or staff perceptions, as there was no direct data gathering through interviews or questionnaires. Also, some secondary sources may present general industry attitudes, rather than hotel-specific conditions. Longitudinal assessment and long-term effectiveness of engagement strategies cannot be determined without access to repeated data. Further primary site-specific studies would confirm and enhance the findings of this secondary analysis.




[bookmark: _Toc200547156]Chapter 5 – Conclusion and Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc200547157]5.1 Conclusion
This study discussed employee engagement as a strategy to solve staff shortages in the hospitality industry, using Holiday in Sunderland as a base. This analysis was done by a qualitative research approach utilising secondary sources, it had the purpose of assessing engagement practices, checking their effects on employee retention, looking for the obstacles that hamper operational engagement and leadership advocacy, and suggesting some specific actions for improving long-term staff stability.
The hospitality sector still faces significant challenges in sourcing staff. The issues of high turnover, difficulty in recruitment, and low morale were also present in a situation analysis, especially post-pandemic, and the changing labour market landscape. A regional property such as Holiday Inn Sunderland, which is connected to an international hospitality brand, is particularly affected by such challenges, especially when faced with a smaller HR pool and operational demands. Under such circumstances, employee engagement is no longer a mere HR practice, but an imperative for keeping the workforce intact and the business running.
The study concluded that good employee engagement is a key factor influencing support staff retention. Engagement connects people to their work, which increases their sense of belonging, motivation, and personal investment in what they do.” When an employee feels respected, supported, and acknowledged, he or she is likely to be loyal to the organisation. On the other hand, disengagement frequently results in disengagement, discontentment, and attrition. Within the hospitality industry, where guest satisfaction and performance of a team are closely related, enabled workers who lack knowledge can also undermine the quality of service, brand quality, and the commitment of the team.
The report found that a variety of engagement practices lead to better retention. These factors are open and transparent communication, continuous opportunity for advancement, appreciation of an employee's value, a supportive boss, and work-life balance. Nevertheless, a review literature also showed deficiencies in the implementation of these practices in the industry. Although large hospitality chains market “rigorous” connection formulas, all too often, these are not adhered to or supported at the property level. This misalignment hinders the success of organisational strategies and reinforces the need to align operations to larger HR goals.
When examining the barriers to successfully engaging on the topic, the research identified various structural and management obstacles. Such barriers are a lack of resources for training and development, insufficient training for line management in leadership, and the absence of formal tracking systems for monitoring and evaluating engagement initiatives. In addition, many of the industry's issues are glossed over by the need to make the show go on in hospitality. This includes putting the needs of the operation over staff's welfare, which contributes to the more reactive – rather than initiative-taking – approach to people management. “Culture shift” that places hotel team engagement on the same level as occupancy or GRR, not as a staff admin task, but as taking a strategic, investment point of view.
One of the most important findings of this study is the acknowledgment of the need for context-specific engagement strategies. What applies to a flagship city hotel, after all, may not be directly applicable to a regional property such as the Holiday Inn Sunderland. That is why organisations need to be aware of what is needed, what the challenges are, and what the general dynamic of their team is. Bottom-up, not top-down, engagement that incorporates local feedback in decision-making and that actively involves staff in creating their work environment may be much more effective.
The findings also serve to reinforce the perspective that enhancing staff engagement is not always about spending a lot of money. And with some exceptions, the most successful strategies, frequent feedback, public recognition, flexible scheduling, and supportive supervision, are among the least expensive. What matters even more is consistency, sincerity, and embedding good practice into everyday operations. The impact of engagement is sustainable and extends across retention,  morale, and service delivery when it becomes the norm within organisational culture.
Although this study was based entirely on secondary data, there are insights provided for hospitality practitioners at the managerial as well as operational level. It relies on academic research and industry-oriented publications to develop a comprehensive knowledge of how engagement can address staff shortages. By crosschecking information obtained from various sources to obtain well-related theory and rich knowledge that is both applicable.
There are some caveats to this. The lack of original data from the employees of Holiday Inn Sunderland also results in a study that is more indicative of general industry trends, rather than the peculiarities of an individual organisation. These results could be improved upon by gathering direct feedback from staff and managers at the placement hotel. Interviews, surveys, or observational studies could provide more detailed insight into the effectiveness and reception of engagement approaches in practice.
In summary, the study reiterates the importance of employee engagement to cope with serious staff shortages and to enhance workforce stability in the hotel industry. In a context of high pressure, demanding working conditions, and competitive labour markets, commitment is a protective factor against turnover and as a facilitator of sustained performance. These hotels that make the effort to invest in meaningful engagement strategies are more likely to be successful in retaining their talent, two, delivering good service levels, and three, in maintaining a positive and resilient organizational culture. The way to operational excellence for Holiday Inn Sunderland and other hotels alike is by appraising and energizing the resources responsible for it.

[bookmark: _Toc200547158]5.2 Recommendations 
Building on the evidence of this study and an extensive literature review, four strategic suggestions have been advanced to help the Holiday Inn Sunderland improve employee engagement and overcome staff shortage. These are internal communication, staff development programs, leadership skills, and work-life balance, the factors that were found most significantly correlated for staff retention and job satisfaction in the hospitality industry.
Build an Internal Communication Process that is Consistent and Inclusive
Effective communication is one of the primary building blocks of an engaged workforce. The survey found that vague communication, a lack of response, and erratic rota organisation were the most common factors blamed for causing employees to switch off at work. This perception is actively supported by academic discourse; Raza et al. (2023) states that transparent and two-way communication not only clarifies the role between both parties but also develops trust and emotional commitment toward the organization.
Holiday Inn Sunderland should also consider establishing a formal internal communication process. That might include regular team meetings, digital noticeboards, and a feedback mechanism such as anonymous suggestion forms or employee forums. It is also important that managers act on what staff are saying and respond in a timely and respectful way. Regular open communication allows for the truth to be heard and for a sense of involvement in the operating decisions of employees (Kriz et al., 2021). It can help boost morale, minimise misunderstandings, and foster accountability.
Facilitate Career Progression and Training Opportunities.
The findings imply that the perception of a non-existent career is a salient barrier for engagement and retention, particularly for early-career employees. The evidence from the research of Lyons and Bandura (2022) confirms that training and progression processes increase motivation and lower turnover. Even in the case of a high-turnover business such as a hotel where employees may be entry-level or work part-time, investment in evident pathways to progression can be high high-return, long-game strategy.
Local managers should thus actively encourage opportunities for training available, outline possible internal promotion trajectories, and engage in periodic development discussions with employees. Cross-department exposure and mentor programs can also aid employees in developing transferable skills, and critical reviews should not simply focus on assessing the current job, but also on what the long-term vision is. And they will do this if they see a tangible commitment to professional development from the hotel, which in turn will enable the property to reduce staff turnover, fill its skills gaps internally, and have a more experienced and loyal workforce.
Improve Frontline Managerial Training and Leadership Development
Line managers and supervisors are particularly important in influencing employees’ day-to-day work environment. According to Jiatong et al. (2022), transformational leadership helps in empowerment and recognition, and it has a direct positive effect on the work engagement and job satisfaction of hospitality employees. On the contrary, bad management behaviour, like a lack of empathy, a lack of consistent feedback, and authoritarian supervision, leads to employee frustration and resignation.
Holiday Inn Sunderland needs to counteract this by focusing on leadership courses for its supervisory and middle managers. This would include emotional intelligence, the skills of giving and receiving constructive criticism, conflict resolution, and coaching techniques. Managers should be inspired to employ a people-first mentality. They should realise their actions are critical to team dynamics and retention. Shift work, busy periods, or guest complaints can all be eased by the presence of a strong manager who stays connected and works to create a positive work environment in which staff members feel appreciated. Building leadership capacity leads to improved team performance personally, and at the hotel’s overall approach to employee engagement.
Adopt Predictable and Flexible Scheduling
The issue of balancing work and life is still the hardest in the travel and hospitality industry. The research of Kwon and Raman (2023) has identified irregular and last-minute scheduling systems as significant contributors to disengagement and high turnover rates. Predictability and consistency in the allocation of hours are important to employees, and especially employees with other obligations, such as caregiving responsibilities.
Holiday Inn Sunderland needs to adopt a rota management system in line with staff well-being. This applies to the information about the work schedule, which should be provided 2 weeks ahead, enough time between shifts for rest, and giving the possibility for the employee to state his or her preferences for availability. Invitations to shift coverage: Look for places where a digital scheduling system will make the process faster, allow trading, and, to whatever degree appropriate, display coverage scheduling. Plus, providing occasional flexibility, for example, with shift splitting or compressed workweeks, can ease the burden on personal lives while keeping things running (Awasthi and Anand, 2025). These are signs to the employees that their health is a priority for their employers and that they can balance their personal and professional lives, which can reduce the turnover rate, decrease absenteeism, and increase productivity.
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