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[bookmark: _Toc167202391]Introduction
The hotel and hospitality sector are one of the most significant contributors to gross domestic product (GDP) and employment in the global economy. The industry is associated with serving guests with a wide variety of leisure products and services to cater to their experiences and satisfy their needs effectively (Nain, 2018). These services include lodging, food and beverage, event planning, theme parks, travel and tourism which are integral to the broader service industry. Hotels and hospitality services act as a medium for fostering cultural exchange and community development through enhancing the exclusivity of guest services (Ford and Sturman, 2018). The growth of the hotel and hospitality sector depends upon robust infrastructure which requires management and administration from a large pool of talents. Engaging skilled labour is the key to ensuring improved service provision and guest satisfaction. 
However, the industry faces a critical issue of staff shortages and labour challenges that have been intensified due to the post-pandemic changes in people’s lifestyles, travel patterns and changing guest expectations. Covid-19 has reshaped the overall landscape of hospitality which led to a significant reduction in workforce availability because of the prolonged shutdowns and job insecurities (Milovanović, 2021). With the global lockdowns and social distancing halting the travel and tourism opportunities of people, hotel staff have experienced the precarious prospect of staying home for a long period thus increasing their fear of job losses (Mann, et al., 2023). In the UK hospitality sector, the trade body reported around 48% higher vacancies in the post-pandemic period compared to the pre-pandemic period (Dempsey, 2023). Consequently, the shift towards technology has become vital for maintaining service standards and operational efficiency which have been continuing in the post-pandemic era.
Large hotel chains like Marriott and Premier Inn have been severely affected by this crisis as technology integration has taken over the need for employees thus adversely impacting the industrial growth. One of the significant technological trends in the hotel and hospitality sector is the emergence of mobile apps which has led to the contemporary issue of staff shortage and labour challenges within organisations. People have shifted to mobile apps for seeking online feedback, getting updates, booking flight and railway tickets or reserving hotels or resorts at their convenience which demonstrates the post-pandemic change in their lifestyles (Ali, et al., 2024; Huang, et al., 2019). Also, contactless payment solutions are adopted by contemporary hotels to offer ease of payment to guests. Managing these aspects requires effective employee engagement and efforts to contribute to organisational efficiency. However, staff shortages and labour challenges in the hotel and hospitality sector have far-reaching implications for service quality, operational efficiency and overall economic stability within the industry. Therefore, understanding and addressing these issues is crucial for the sustainable growth and success of the sector. This research paper aims to explore the staff shortages and labour challenges within the global hotel and hospitality sector including the UK by highlighting the importance of employee retention in managing technology integration to maximise guest satisfaction. 
[bookmark: _Toc167202392]Overview of Literature
The hospitality sector of the UK ranges from renowned 5-star luxury hotels to numerous national budget brands. As per Statista (2024a), the overall market size was valued at approximately 24.7 billion British pounds in 2023 while it is expected to decrease marginally by around 400 million British pounds by the end of 2024. As of March 2024, the monthly hotel occupancy rate has reached 74% which is significantly higher than the previous year 2020, 2021 and 2022 (Statista, 2024a). The number of hotel bookings and hospitality service consumption plummeted by 95% due to the COVID-19 pandemic (Statista, 2024b). This is due to the adverse effects of the pandemic that not only affected the industrial growth but also hit the global labour market to a great extent including the UK. The lack of adequate employees has been declining the quality standards of the services in the hotel and hospitality sector. As claimed by Nain (2018), organisations need to understand that corporate responsibility programmes can help to win customers’ trust effectively and efficiently. Since then, the hotels have been embracing effective and aggressive steps to improve service quality and meet the needs of guests (The Business Standard, 2024). 
In the current constantly evolving business environment, the hotel and hospitality industry has been perceived as one of the fastest-growing industries across the world. However, the issue of labour shortage combined with rising technological demand has been decreasing the job security and economic growth of the respective countries. In the words of Gursoy and Chi (2020), restrictions on travel and stay-at-home orders have not only reduced hotel occupancy rates and organisational revenues but also forced a large number of employees to either quit or experience significant layoffs. However, the retention of quality hospitality professionals has become a considerable challenge for hotels and hospitality organisations since the pre-pandemic times as investigated by Nain (2018). The industry is recognised as the one to deliver meaningful and memorable customised personal experiences to guests during their stay to create a long-lasting positive impact on their minds. Therefore, the latest technologies are incorporated to not only benefit the consumers but also facilitate organisational operations. According to Nain’s (2018) research, the lack of training and development opportunities as well as unattractive wage packages are major reasons for the increased rate of job attrition and employee turnover thus declining the quality of services.
[bookmark: _Hlk167128240]As opined by Ghani et al. (2022), employee retention is one of the biggest concerns in the contemporary hotel and hospitality industry since it is dealing with the constant shift in the workforce. Despite the evolving and dynamic landscape of the sector creating great employment opportunities for the national and global labour market, it has been identified by Nain (2018) that an incredible lack of support at work, limited career development opportunities and one-way communication and feedback from employers have affected the employees’ work commitment and decreased employee morale. Therefore, the customers’ trust and experiences are potentially hampered. On the other hand, Gursoy and Chi (2020) identified that technology integration in the post-pandemic period in terms of contactless payment systems, digital menus, touchless elevators, keyless entry, online hotel reservations and booking has escalated the efficiency of the hotel and hospitality sector. These recent developments in Artificial Intelligence (AI) and social service robot technologies have made it crucial for organisations to incorporate the same in their services to influence customers’ needs and their acceptance (Gursoy and Chi, 2020). However, a lack of staff retention strategies is affecting industrial operations by restricting employees from using technologies in their service delivery. 
Strengths
Technological Advancements:
Technology integration in the hotel and hospitality sector has contributed significantly to addressing staff shortages and labour challenges. The use of mobile apps, contactless payment systems and messaging platforms have been playing crucial roles in enhancing operational efficacy and guest satisfaction (Sharma and Gupta, 2021). Organisations have embraced smartphone apps to facilitate guests with an easy booking system, contactless payments, giving feedback about services and other aspects which made it easier for management to create personalised experiences for them (Sarmah, et al., 2017; Huang, et al., 2019). These technological solutions thus help hotels manage their operations well even with fewer staff without compromising on the quality of services. 
Increased Demand for Flexibility:
Consumers generally prefer booking their tickets or hotel rooms and ordering their desired hospitality services online using mobile apps or contactless payment solutions which can be managed by employees flexibly and conveniently from their homes. Tumati and Al-salmı (2023) denoted that employees feel highly motivated and committed to their work if the hotels can offer flexibility and promote work-life balance. According to Adebayo and Ibrahim (2023), flexible working arrangements such as variable shifts and remote work opportunities for certain roles can improve job satisfaction and reduce turnover rates. 
Enhanced Training Programs:
Investment in employee training and development is another strength. In the hotel and hospitality industry, Ali et al. (2021) investigated that consumers are focusing more on associating with hotels that can offer them excellent and sustainable quality services, integrated with advanced technologies and can satisfy them. In the words of Čelić et al. (2021), on-the-job training and professional development opportunities can contribute to retaining key employees and enhancing service quality by embracing evolving technologies in operations.
Weaknesses
Changes in lifestyle and travel preferences 
In the post-covid period, people’s travel preferences and lifestyles have changed considerably. They have now become more inclined towards prioritising their social values and tourism expectations through availing of urban tourism, cultural tourism, eco-friendly tourism and others where they can find products and services tailored to their expectations (Orden-Mejía, et al., 2022). However, the lack of adequate skilled staff leads to unmet demands of the travellers which affects the overall reputation of hotels. Integration of technologies cannot contribute to responding to the travellers’ changing preferences. Hence, a dedicated workforce is required to fulfil the guests’ demands accurately. 
High Turnover Rates:
Turnover in the hotel and hospitality sector is often caused due to various factors such as low wages or limited career advancement opportunities which lead to more stress and a decline in employee morale (Dwesini, 2019). High turnover rates push hotels to focus on maintaining constant recruitment and training cycles that involve higher costs and resource consumption. As a result, the overall managerial efforts to maintain a stable and productive workforce can get complicated. 
Skill Gaps:
As explored by Ali et al. (2024), both hotel websites and mobile apps have empowered consumers to seek vital information or updates about hotel or hospitality services directly from the management or the customer service representatives which influences their purchasing decisions to a considerable extent. However, the lack of sufficient skills and knowledge to use advanced technologies tends to restrict employees from responding to guests’ requirements spontaneously. Although technology integration is necessary, well-trained workforce development is necessary to bridge the skill gap and ensure that the technologies are used effectively to the organisational benefit. 
Opportunities
Expansion of Employee Benefits:
The research studies of Barreto and Mayya (2023) and Yadav (2021) denoted the importance of offering comprehensive benefits and career development opportunities to employees to attract and retain them successfully in the hospitality sector. Since the hotel workforce has major responsibilities to constantly interact with guests and promptly respond to their needs, the provision of competitive wages, health benefits, training and growth opportunities can help motivate employees and ensure long-term retention.
Improve recruitment process:
Shortage of labour can improve the recruitment process as hospitality organisations can diversify candidate sourcing and automate workflows. This implies that hotels can invest more in training and upskilling programs for developing existing employees or attracting new talents. Thus, a healthy workforce can be maintained in the sector.
Threats
Economic Uncertainty:
Economic fluctuations tend to affect the sector by declining travel and tourism demand thus affecting staffing needs. These can lead to reduced spending on travel which directly impacts the hotel occupancy rate and revenue.  
Competitive Labour Market:
The hospitality industry faces stiff competition from other sectors such as retail and healthcare which might often offer more attractive employment conditions.
Regulatory Changes:
New labour laws and regulations can increase operational costs and complicate staffing processes. Compliance with regulations related to wages, working hours and employee rights can add to the administrative burden and cost for hotel operators. While regulatory changes aim to protect workers, they can also pose significant challenges for businesses in terms of compliance and financial impact.
[bookmark: _Toc167202393]Application to the hotel and hospitality sector
The UK hotel and hospitality sector is experiencing a major shortage of staff as of 2023 and the businesses fear that they will have to struggle a lot to cope with the increasing demands of travel enthusiasts (Dempsey, 2023). Staff often experience stressful situations and get burned out which affects their overall work commitment. Focusing on the operations of Marriott Portsmouth and Premier Inn Chichester from our placement, the impact of staff shortages and labour challenges in real-world scenarios.
Marriott, Portsmouth
Marriott has implemented mobile apps for check-in and check-out processes which reduced the need for front desk staff. They also use contactless payment solutions and in-room service requests through mobile apps (Marriott Bonvoy, 2024). Despite these technological integrations, it has been perceived that they face challenges in maintaining high levels of personalised guest service due to staff shortages. Management has responded by increasing investment in employee training and offering flexible working hours to improve job satisfaction and retention.
Premier Inn, Chichester
Premier Inn has also warned about staff shortages and aimed to cut around 1,500 jobs in 2024 out of its total UK workforce (Espiner, 2024). The hotel has adopted contactless solutions for bookings and room access thus streamlining operations and reducing staffing requirements. However, as per my previous placement experience at the hotel, the challenge persists in housekeeping and maintenance where automation is less feasible. Premier Inn's management focuses on competitive wages and benefits to attract staff and partnerships with local colleges to provide hospitality training programs. These strategies have demonstrated that with some improvement in staff retention but ongoing difficulties in fully addressing labour shortages.
[bookmark: _Toc167202394]Future policy and management options
Staff shortages and labour challenges in the hotel and hospitality industry can be tackled in the future by adopting certain effective policies such as:
· AI-driven tools can be implemented for tasks such as scheduling, customer service and data analysis which can reduce the manual workload.
· E-learning platforms can be developed to provide comprehensive digital training platforms and develop the skills of the hotel workforce. These can offer interactive and adaptive learning experiences tailored to individual needs.
· A flexible work policy should be introduced in the labour market of each country where the hotel staff can perform their administrative and support activities remotely and in their chosen shifts (Adebayo and Ibrahim, 2023).
· Comprehensive benefit packages should be provided along with exclusive career development opportunities that can not only attract and retain key employees but also enhance their work commitment and reduce the turnover rate (Ohunakin, et al., 2020).
· Standardised activity-based metrics can be used to forecast frontline coverage needs and recruit staff to maintain a standard productivity level and meet the demand.
· Resilience must be developed during staff shortages by redesigning their occupational roles and the tasks that they are assigned to perform (Dwesini, 2019).
· Hotels can also introduce a player-coach model where every staff member would have a supervisor and manage the teams efficiently (Mann, et al., 2023).
· Redesigned roles can empower staff and guide them in exploring career paths within hotels’ operations. This can ensure job security and retain skilled labour within the industry.
· Governments can offer tax breaks or grants for hotels that invest and make efforts for employee training and build a highly productive and committed hotel workforce.
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