





Beyond the Vacancy: Tackling Workforce Shortages for a Resilient Hotel Industry










Name: Tony Ancuta
Student number: 2122379
Module code: BMIH6001
Module name: Contemporary Themes
Module lecturer: Natalie Brailsford

Abstract

This paper investigates the pressing workforce challenges and high employee turnover in the hotel and hospitality industry. The study explores the implications of these issues through a comprehensive literature review and applies a PESTEL analysis to understand the macro-environmental factors influencing turnover and workforce retention (Baum, 2019; Chalkiti & Sigala, 2020). Through case studies and real-world examples, the paper examines the industry's responses, highlighting both effective strategies and limitations. Concluding with policy recommendations, this research underscores the urgent need for tailored management strategies and structural changes to mitigate turnover and build a sustainable workforce in the hospitality sector. Adding to these issues is the variability in demand that characterizes certain industries, such as tourism, which experience seasonal peaks and valleys. Managing staffing levels to meet seasonal demand without sacrificing service quality is a continuous struggle for these sectors (Robinson et al., 2019). Furthermore, the reputational perception of certain industries as offering low wages and long hours deters potential talent, making it difficult for companies to attract and retain the workforce they need (McGinley et al., 2020).

Introduction

The hotel and hospitality sector, known for its dynamic and customer-focused environment, faces significant challenges regarding workforce retention and employee turnover (Solnet et al., 2021). This issue is particularly critical due to the labour-intensive nature of the industry, which relies on a skilled, motivated workforce to deliver consistent and quality customer service (Davidson & Wang, 2018). Employee turnover, known as the frequency with which employees leave an organization, presents various challenges, from increased operational costs to decreased morale and customer satisfaction (Boella & Goss-Turner, 2020). Short staffing has become increasingly prevalent within the sector, often exacerbated by factors such as fluctuating demand, seasonal employment, limited career advancement opportunities, and relatively low wages (Lai et al., 2018). High turnover rates, combined with a competitive labour market, have left many hospitality businesses struggling to retain qualified employees, impacting operational efficiency and service quality (Baum & Nguyen, 2020). Addressing these challenges is essential for the industry's long-term success, necessitating an in-depth exploration of the root causes, the effects on business performance, and potential solutions (AlBattat & Som, 2019).

Literature Review

Employee turnover in the hotel and hospitality industry stems from a mix of organizational and personal factors, including inadequate compensation, limited career growth opportunities, and high stress associated with customer-facing roles (Deery & Jago, 2015). Employees often leave due to unsatisfactory working conditions and lack of work-life balance. Research shows that 50% of employees leave the sector due to perceived poor job security and inadequate compensation (Robinson et al., 2019). The ramifications of high turnover extend beyond recruitment and training costs; they significantly impact customer satisfaction and brand reputation (Ariza-Montes et al., 2018). Studies reveal that high turnover rates correlate with lower customer satisfaction levels due to inconsistent service quality (Solnet et al., 2021). Furthermore, frequent staff changes hinder team cohesion, affecting organizational culture and ultimately diminishing customer loyalty (Baum et al., 2019). As experienced professionals retire, industries often struggle to fill these roles due to a lack of adequately trained replacements (Chalkiti & Sigala, 2020). In fields such as manufacturing, construction, and healthcare, where technical skills and experience are vital, this issue has created a pressing need for succession planning (Boella & Goss-Turner, 2020).

A prominent issue in the hospitality industry is the prevalence of low pay, especially for front-line and entry-level positions. Many employees find that the wages offered are not enough to meet basic living expenses, especially in high-cost areas where hospitality businesses are often located (Baum et al., 2021). Additionally, benefits such as health insurance, retirement plans, and paid time off are frequently minimal or entirely absent, making these roles less attractive compared to those in other industries (Davidson & Wang, 2018). This lack of financial security pushes employees to look for better-paying jobs with robust benefits packages, even if they have to leave the hospitality industry to find them (McGinley et al., 2020).

Leadership styles and job satisfaction are critical in influencing turnover rates. Transformational leadership, for example, is associated with lower turnover as it fosters employee motivation and job satisfaction (Goh & Baum, 2021). Conversely, poor leadership contributes to a hostile work environment, leading to increased turnover. According to the "Hawthorne Effect," employees are more likely to stay in a role if they feel valued and recognized, further reinforcing the importance of effective leadership in retention strategies (AlBattat & Som, 2019).

The rise of automation and digitalization also plays a role in the sector's workforce challenges. Younger generations of workers often seek technologically advanced, flexible workplaces, which the traditional hospitality sector may struggle to provide (Chalkiti & Sigala, 2020). Research highlights that Millennials and Gen Z employees prioritize career growth, technology integration, and a balanced work-life culture over traditional pay-centric models (Solnet et al., 2021).

Jobs in the hospitality sector are known for their demanding nature. Employees frequently handle a high volume of tasks under time pressure while managing customer expectations and complaints (Davidson & Wang, 2018). This fast-paced, high-stress environment, combined with physically demanding roles, can quickly lead to employee burnout, which diminishes job satisfaction. Furthermore, constant exposure to stressful situations and a lack of resources or support can make these jobs emotionally draining, prompting employees to exit for positions that offer less daily pressure (Boella & Goss-Turner, 2020).

Many employees enter the hospitality industry with the expectation of career growth, only to find limited pathways for advancement. Roles often lack structured career development programs, mentorship, or pathways to more senior positions (Deery & Jago, 2015). This stagnation can lead to frustration, especially among ambitious employees eager to progress in their careers. Without opportunities for learning and development, many workers leave the industry in search of roles that offer clearer paths for personal and professional growth (AlBattat & Som, 2019).

A variety of roles within hospitality, such as housekeeping, waitstaff, and kitchen work, involve long hours of standing, repetitive movements, and heavy lifting (Lai et al., 2018). Over time, the physical strain can lead to fatigue and injury, especially for employees who work continuously without adequate breaks. The physical demands of these roles can make them unsustainable for some workers, leading them to seek less physically taxing jobs in other sectors that allow them to maintain their physical well-being. 

PESTEL Analysis 
Staff shortages and high turnover in the hospitality industry are critical issues that impact service quality, operational efficiency, and profitability. The PESTEL framework—Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Environmental, and Legal—offers a structured approach to understanding the external factors affecting these workforce issues (Johnson et al., 2017). Each element of PESTEL shapes the workforce dynamics in hospitality, with various strategies implemented by industry leaders attempting to address these challenges (Ariza-Montes et al., 2018). This analysis will also evaluate the effectiveness of these responses, reflecting on their strengths and limitations.
Political Factors
Government policies, labour regulations, and immigration laws greatly impact staffing in the hotel industry. Political factors such as visa restrictions and immigration policies reduce the available labour pool, especially in regions that depend heavily on migrant workers for unskilled or entry-level roles (Davidson & Wang, 2018). For instance, Brexit significantly affected the UK’s hospitality industry, leading to shortages due to stricter immigration rules for European workers (BBC News, 2021). When immigration laws limit labour flexibility, hotels face staff shortages, making it challenging to meet operational demands. To mitigate these issues, some hotels have advocated for policy reforms that support more inclusive work visas and have turned to local talent pools through partnerships with educational institutions. The strength of this response is that it engages government and policy frameworks to address labour needs directly (Baum & Nguyen, 2020).
Economic Factors
Economic conditions, such as wage levels, inflation, and the overall state of the economy, have a direct impact on both staffing shortages and turnover rates in the hospitality industry (Chalkiti & Sigala, 2020). When economies are strong, the demand for workers across industries grows, making it difficult for hotels to compete for talent. Low wages and limited career progression, often characteristic of hospitality, also make it harder to retain employees who can find better opportunities elsewhere (Boella & Goss-Turner, 2020). Additionally, the rise of the gig economy has led to more flexible and often better-paid options that appeal to hospitality workers. To combat these economic challenges, some hotel chains have raised wages, improved benefits, and introduced flexible working arrangements to make jobs more attractive (Robinson et al., 2019). For example, Marriott introduced more competitive pay scales and benefits for entry-level employees (Marriott, 2021). The strength of this approach lies in attracting talent by improving financial security and offering work-life balance, which directly addresses employee motivations (Lai et al., 2018).
Social Factors
Social expectations regarding work-life balance, job satisfaction, and career growth have shifted significantly, particularly with younger generations entering the workforce (McGinley et al., 2020). In the hospitality industry, employees frequently face long hours, minimal flexibility, and physically demanding work conditions, which contributes to high turnover as workers seek roles that offer more balanced and fulfilling work experiences (Solnet et al., 2021). To address these social expectations, many hotels are introducing employee wellness programs and career development opportunities. For example, Hilton launched the “Thrive@Hilton” initiative, which includes resources for physical, mental, and financial wellness (Hilton, 2020). The strength of this response is that it directly addresses employee needs for a healthier work-life balance and personal growth, leading to increased loyalty and reduced turnover. However, a limitation is that wellness programs require ongoing investment and may take time to reflect measurable outcomes in turnover rates (Ariza-Montes et al., 2018).
Technological Factors
Advancements in technology are reshaping the hospitality industry, with automation and digital solutions playing a significant role in alleviating the effects of labour shortages (Baum et al., 2019). Technologies such as self-service kiosks, digital check-ins, and chatbots can help reduce the need for front-desk staff, while task management software streamlines housekeeping operations. However, technology also demands a skilled workforce capable of managing these systems, which can be challenging given the skills gap in the hospitality workforce. Hotels have increasingly adopted automation solutions to address labour shortages. For instance, Marriott and Hyatt have implemented self-service kiosks and mobile apps for reservations and check-ins, reducing the workload on front-line staff (Hyatt, 2021). The strength of this approach is that it enables hotels to maintain operational efficiency even with fewer staff. However, a limitation is that technological solutions can be costly to implement, particularly for smaller businesses (Davidson & Wang, 2018).
Environmental Factors
Environmental factors, including the growing importance of sustainable practices, influence the hospitality industry’s approach to labour. Many hotels now focus on sustainable hiring practices, such as recruiting from local communities to reduce the environmental impact associated with employee commuting (Robinson et al., 2019). Additionally, seasonal tourism impacts hotel staffing needs, as demand fluctuates with travel patterns and weather conditions, often creating temporary workforce demands during peak seasons (Ariza-Montes et al., 2018). In response to these environmental and seasonal challenges, some hotels have adopted flexible, seasonal hiring models, partnering with local agencies to manage labour needs without long-term commitments (Solnet et al., 2021).
Legal Factors
Labour laws, such as minimum wage requirements, working hour limitations, and occupational safety regulations, directly influence staffing practices in the hotel industry (Baum et al., 2021). Compliance with these regulations is essential, but they also add complexity to hiring and retaining workers, especially given the need for cost-effective labour to maintain profitability (McGinley et al., 2020). Laws around overtime and work hours, in particular, impact scheduling and costs, which are already challenges in an industry with fluctuating demand (Davidson & Wang, 2018). Hotels have responded by creating compliance-focused training for management to ensure adherence to labour laws and reduce the risk of legal violations. This proactive approach minimizes legal risks and potential fines, reinforcing employee trust in the organization's commitment to fair treatment (Baum & Nguyen, 2020). While this approach is essential for legal compliance and can enhance reputation, it can also increase training and management costs (Deery & Jago, 2015).
Using PESTEL analysis underlines that staffing shortages and high turnover in the hospitality industry are influenced by various external factors, including political restrictions on labour mobility, economic pressures, changing social values, technological advancements, environmental demands, and legal regulations (Madera et al., 2021). Industry responses range from advocating for policy changes to implementing new technologies and enhancing employee wellness programs.
Future Policy and Management Options
Offering competitive salaries, comprehensive health benefits, and additional perks such as mental health support can make a significant difference in reducing turnover (Saeed et al., 2020). Aligning benefits with industry benchmarks will help attract and retain talent. Institutions should invest in structured training programs, cross-departmental skill development, and management tracks to help employees envision long-term careers. This approach may foster loyalty, reducing turnover rates. (Nickson, 2013)
Adopting technological advancements not only enhances operational efficiency but also creates an attractive work environment for tech-savvy employees. Tools for streamlined communication, shift management, and virtual learning should be integrated to attract a younger workforce (Zhao & Ghiselli, 2016). Implement employee recognition programs, such as “Employee of the Month” awards, performance bonuses, and team-building events. Offer well-being programs that include mental health resources, fitness memberships, wellness days, and stress-management training.
Implement clear health and safety measures, including regular cleaning protocols, health screenings, and providing personal protective equipment (PPE) when necessary. Communicate transparently with employees about health and safety procedures and offer paid sick leave to reduce the pressure on employees to work while ill.
Conclusion
The hospitality industry faces persistent workforce challenges and high employee turnover, impacting both operational effectiveness and customer satisfaction. Through an analysis of political, economic, social, technological, environmental, and legal factors, this study has highlighted the multi-dimensional nature of the issue. The importance of effective leadership, adequate compensation, flexible working arrangements, and career development opportunities cannot be overstated. Moving forward, the industry must adopt innovative, employee-centric approaches to address these challenges, focusing on sustainability and technology integration to foster a resilient workforce. The findings suggest that while turnover is often perceived as a symptom of poor job satisfaction, it is also deeply rooted in systemic issues within the industry structure, including seasonal fluctuations, high dependency on temporary labour, and the prevalence of entry-level positions with limited scope for advancement. These structural characteristics not only make retention strategies more challenging but also impede the industry's ability to attract a skilled and stable workforce.
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