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1. Introduction.
The UK hospitality industry is one of the country’s largest and most influential economic sectors, contributing significantly to employment, tourism, and local development. However, in recent years, it has faced mounting instability caused by persistent staff shortages and growing financial pressures. Employers are finding it increasingly difficult to attract and retain skilled workers while managing rising costs that limit investment in pay, training, and wellbeing. As a result, many small and independent hotels must reconsider how they motivate and manage employees under restricted financial capacity.
The project investigates the root causes of staff shortages and financial pressures in the UK hospitality sector and how these challenges interact to influence management practices. Using The George Hotel as a case study, it explores how small hotels can retain and motivate employees with limited financial resources, identifying strategies that promote staff wellbeing and business sustainability. The guiding research question asks: How can small and independent hospitality businesses effectively manage and motivate staff during periods of labour shortages and financial pressures?
Focusing on The George Hotel in Lichfield—a family-owned, mid-sized property in Staffordshire—the study explores how such challenges affect hotel operations and workforce management. The George, which operates a restaurant, lounge bar, afternoon tea service, and wedding and event facilities, represents the wider pressures faced by independent hotels that must balance service quality and staff morale with financial limitations.
A qualitative, desk-based case study approach is adopted, drawing on secondary data from academic research, government and industry publications, and insights gained during a professional placement at The George Hotel. The analysis applies both analytical and motivational frameworks to interpret evidence, offering theoretical and practical perspectives on workforce management in hospitality
The project is structured to move logically from context to application. The literature review examines the main causes of staff shortages and financial pressures, along with strategies such as work–life balance, wellbeing initiatives, and motivation. The methodology outlines the research design and analytical frameworks used to guide interpretation. The findings and discussion integrate academic and industry data with case study evidence to demonstrate how national trends manifest at the organisational level. Finally, the conclusion summarises the key findings, explores their implications for the sector, and presents practical recommendations to strengthen workforce stability and operational resilience at The George Hotel.


2. Literature Review.
2.1 Staff Shortages in the UK Hospitality Industry.
Current evidence clearly demonstrates that staff shortages remain a pressing challenge for the UK hospitality sector. According to the Office for National Statistics (2025), there were approximately 98,000 job vacancies in the accommodation and food service activities sector as of mid-2025, representing one of the highest vacancy rates across all UK industries. A detailed analysis of ONS vacancy trends between 2001 and 2025 further supports this finding, showing a sharp rise in vacancies following the pandemic and Brexit, with levels stabilising at historically high rates (see Appendix A). UKHospitality (2024) reports that there are around 132,000 unfilled positions within the sector — approximately 48% higher than pre-pandemic levels — with shortages most severe in skilled roles such as chefs, managers, and housekeeping staff. This ongoing gap has forced many businesses to reduce trading hours, limit service offerings, and place heavier workloads on remaining employees. Furthermore, the House of Commons Library (2025) highlights that in the three months to May 2025, there were 79,000 vacancies in hospitality, equivalent to 3.1 vacancies per 100 jobs, compared to the UK average of 2.3 across all industries. These figures confirm that the hospitality industry continues to face one of the highest vacancy rates in the national economy, reflecting deep-rooted structural problems.
Collectively, this evidence establishes that staff shortages are not a short-term disruption but a long-standing, systemic challenge, linked to several underlying causes that will be explored in the following sections.
2.2 Causes of Staff Shortages and the Role of Work–Life Balance in the UK Hospitality Industry.
Persistent staff shortages in the UK hospitality industry stem from a combination of structural, managerial, and workforce-level factors, compounded by recent economic and political disruptions. Structurally, the sector exhibits long-standing secondary labour market characteristics such as low pay, insecure contracts, high turnover, and limited career progression, which weaken employee attachment and deter new entrants (Davidson, McPhail and Barry, 2011). These conditions have entrenched perceptions of hospitality as a low-skill, transient occupation rather than a sustainable career. At the managerial level, chronic underinvestment in structured training and overreliance on informal “on-the-job” learning have hindered skill development and service quality, perpetuating a turnover–training deficit cycle (Davidson et al., 2011). Cost-driven outsourcing and casualisation further erode organisational culture and commitment, while poorly managed technological adoption can intensify workloads and stress. Davidson et al. (2011) therefore interpret staff shortages as the outcome of enduring HRM weaknesses, calling for strategic, high-involvement practices such as participative management and structured career development to rebuild job quality and retention.
External factors have intensified these issues. Kumodji (2024) identifies Brexit, the COVID-19 pandemic, and financial pressures as interconnected drivers of the current workforce crisis. The end of free movement and tighter immigration controls forced many EU nationals to leave, leaving employers facing complex visa requirements and higher recruitment costs. The pandemic deepened instability as furloughs and redundancies led many workers to seek more stable employment in retail and logistics. Consequently, the sector’s post-pandemic recovery has been hindered by negative perceptions of hospitality work as insecure, stressful, and poorly paid. Limited vocational pathways and the UK’s underdeveloped training infrastructure further constrain skill supply, while inflation and rising energy costs restrict employers’ ability to improve pay or invest in wellbeing initiatives (Kumodji, 2024). Industry evidence highlights the operational effects of these shortages. Eastaugh (2025) reports an acute deficit of chefs, described as a “perfect storm” caused by Brexit, the pandemic, and cost-of-living pressures. Many chefs have exited the industry due to burnout and long hours, while visa restrictions limit access to skilled replacements. Fyfe (2024) similarly documents independent businesses struggling to operate, with owners taking on multiple roles due to an inability to recruit staff. These examples illustrate the human cost of labour scarcity, including overwork, fatigue, and reduced service capacity.
Staff shortages are closely tied to deteriorating mental health and well-being. Studies consistently show that long hours, emotional labour, and job insecurity contribute to widespread stress, burnout, and disengagement. Ayachit and Chitta (2022) found that chronic stress and emotional exhaustion are major predictors of turnover, particularly in post-pandemic workplaces facing labour shortfalls. The Burnt Chef Project (2024) reports that over three-quarters of hospitality workers have experienced mental health issues, while Baker and Kim (2024) demonstrate that excessive workloads and low managerial support reduce performance and well-being. Vo-Thanh et al. (2022) link persistent understaffing directly to turnover intentions, showing a cyclical pattern in which labour shortages exacerbate stress and attrition. Similarly, Kotera, Adhikari and Van Gordon (2018) identify poor psychological well-being and limited autonomy as strong predictors of disengagement among UK hospitality employees. These findings are reinforced by national data: Hospitality Action (2024) reports that 76% of hospitality employees have experienced mental health difficulties, with nearly half reporting poor wellbeing, while the Health and Safety Executive (HSE, 2024) notes that accommodation and food services consistently record among the highest rates of work-related stress and anxiety in the UK. The Job Demands–Resources (JD–R) model (Wang, 2019; Wong et al., 2024) provides a useful explanatory framework, suggesting that excessive job demands combined with insufficient resources deplete energy and motivation, leading to burnout and turnover. Downes (2023) and Baker and Kim (2024) similarly show that understaffing and excessive workloads reduce engagement, while the CIPD (2021) warns that persistent vacancies and inadequate training undermine morale, productivity, and well-being.
Within this context, work–life balance (WLB) has emerged as a key determinant of motivation, satisfaction, and retention. Deery and Jago (2015) identify WLB—comprising adequate rest, flexible scheduling, and supportive management—as a core predictor of job satisfaction and organisational commitment in hospitality. Long and unsocial working hours undermine wellbeing, while fair scheduling and managerial support enhance engagement and loyalty. Karatepe (2012) similarly finds that heavy workloads and lack of flexibility reduce job embeddedness, with unfulfilled promises of work–life accommodation increasing turnover risk. Deery and Jago (2015) emphasise that younger generations prioritise flexibility, autonomy, and purpose, and that visible WLB initiatives, empowerment, and career development opportunities can strengthen retention even under financial constraints.
Economic pressures and poor work–life balance exacerbate these challenges, creating a cycle of attrition that undermines workforce stability. Evidence from the Office for National Statistics (ONS, 2025) and UKHospitality (2024) confirms that vacancy rates in accommodation and food services remain among the highest of any UK sector, reinforcing that addressing shortages requires not only external policy reform but also internal cultural change prioritising wellbeing and work–life balance.
2.3 Financial Pressures on the UK Hospitality Industry.
Financial pressures have become one of the most defining challenges for UK hospitality businesses in the post-pandemic era, intensifying existing labour shortages and constraining management responses. Rising operational costs, high taxation, inflation, and weakened consumer spending have collectively eroded profitability across hotels, restaurants, and pubs. These conditions threaten not only business sustainability but also directly impact staffing capacity, pay, and retention strategies.
UKHospitality (2025) warns that the sector remains constrained by rising costs—estimated at £3.4 billion annually due to taxation, energy, and supply-chain inflation. These financial limitations restrict the ability of many businesses, especially SMEs, to raise wages or expand training. The UKHospitality (2025) Taxed Out – Budget 2025 campaign illustrates the severity of these challenges, warning that the sector is being “taxed out of recovery.” Escalating business rates, higher employer National Insurance contributions, and continued VAT and duty costs place unsustainable strain on operators. Such fixed financial burdens limit the ability of businesses to offer competitive wages or invest in staff development and wellbeing initiatives. Smaller and independently owned hotels—unlike larger chains—often lack the financial resilience to absorb these pressures, forcing them to shorten trading hours, delay recruitment, or reduce staffing levels. UKHospitality argues that without a more equitable fiscal framework, these financial constraints will continue to undermine both workforce stability and service quality.
Empirical evidence reinforces this national picture. The Opus Business Advisory Group (2025) reports that hotels are “facing serious cost increases,” with profit margins shrinking sharply despite steady consumer demand. Similarly, Partridge (2025) notes that hospitality businesses in regions such as Norfolk face surging energy, food, and rent costs even during peak tourist seasons. Although demand has recovered, persistent cost inflation has eroded operating margins, compelling managers to assume additional responsibilities to offset labour shortages—further intensifying fatigue and burnout among remaining staff. These findings reveal how financial strain cascades directly into human-resource challenges, reinforcing a cycle of overwork, stress, and attrition.
Academic research supports the view that these financial pressures have deep structural roots. Davidson, McPhail and Barry (2011) observe that the hospitality industry has long relied on cost minimisation and flexible labour practices to maintain profitability. During economic downturns, this dependence deepens, as employers prioritise short-term savings through casualisation and outsourcing. While such strategies can temporarily relieve financial strain, they erode long-term employee commitment, skill retention, and service quality. Financial constraints, therefore, perpetuate a self-reinforcing cycle in which limited investment in people reduces performance, necessitating further cost-cutting to sustain operations. Recent analyses link these economic dynamics to workforce wellbeing. Dabo (2025) highlights that many hospitality operators face escalating costs for energy, supplies, and taxation, leaving limited resources to improve pay, benefits, or training. This financial inflexibility contributes to widespread stress and dissatisfaction. Partington (2025) associates financial insecurity—particularly the prevalence of zero-hour contracts—with anxiety and fatigue, which in turn drive turnover in service-based industries. Bawden (2024) estimates that poor wellbeing costs the UK economy around £300 billion annually in lost productivity, underscoring the broader national consequences of neglecting employee welfare. The link between financial instability and declining mental health has become increasingly evident in hospitality settings. The Burnt Chef Project (2024) reports that rising operating costs often lead employers to deprioritise structured wellbeing programmes, exacerbating burnout and staff attrition. Similarly, Baker and Kim (2024) find that perceptions of unfair treatment, workload imbalance, and lack of organisational support heighten emotional exhaustion, particularly in low-margin operations. 
Government and industry reports provide further context. The House of Commons Library (2025) confirms that energy and supply-chain costs remain significantly higher than pre-pandemic levels, while stagnant real incomes limit consumers’ ability to absorb higher prices. Simultaneously, wage inflation and rising tax liabilities reduce employers’ capacity to increase pay or bonuses. Collectively, the literature portrays the UK hospitality industry as operating within a fragile financial ecosystem, where even modest cost increases can destabilise operations. Rising overheads, inflation, and taxation have eroded the profitability required to sustain workforce investment, creating a feedback loop between financial strain and labour shortages. As Davidson et al. (2011) and Dabo (2025) suggest, cost minimisation strategies may ensure short-term survival but undermine long-term organisational health and employee loyalty. In this context, addressing financial pressures is not only an economic imperative but also a human resource priority.
2.4 Management and Retention Strategies. 
In response to persistent staff shortages and mounting financial pressures, the UK hospitality industry has been forced to rethink how it manages, motivates, and retains its workforce. The literature consistently highlights that successful organisations adopt strategic, inclusive, and flexible management practices that balance operational efficiency with employee wellbeing. With limited financial capacity to raise wages, many businesses now focus on non-financial, people-centred HR strategies, underpinned by established theories of motivation and organisational behaviour (Deery and Jago, 2015; Davidson, McPhail and Barry, 2011; Boxall and Macky, 2009).
Employee well-being is increasingly recognised as a key determinant of retention. UKHospitality (2024) reports that many hospitality workers earn close to the minimum wage and struggle with the cost of living. The organisation recommends low-cost initiatives such as staff meals, transparent pay structures, and wage-advance schemes, which have been shown to strengthen perceptions of fairness and trust. 
Recent industry and policy developments highlight that effective retention strategies increasingly depend on structured approaches to mental health and well-being. Initiatives such as The Burnt Chef Project (2024)—which provides Mental Health First Aid training, a 24/7 helpline, and resilience workshops—have significantly improved managerial confidence in addressing wellbeing, rising from 65% to 90%. Hospitality Action (2024) complements this with counselling and crisis grants, promoting early intervention and preventive support. At the institutional level, Acas (2025) reinforces employers’ legal responsibilities under the Equality Act 2010 to make reasonable workplace adjustments, while the CIPD (2024) introduces a three-stage wellbeing model of prevention, early intervention, and sustained support, positioning mental health as a core element of “good work.” Evidence also suggests a tangible economic case for wellbeing investment, with Deloitte (2022) estimating a £5 return for every £1 spent on mental health initiatives. These developments demonstrate that embedding wellbeing into HR strategy not only enhances employee morale and retention but also strengthens long-term organisational resilience and sustainability.
Workplace inclusion and equity are also central to workforce stability. Fuchs (2024) emphasises that diverse, fair, and flexible workplaces foster belonging and psychological safety, reducing turnover and improving morale.  Similarly, Bullock (2025) finds that recruiting and integrating older workers has become an effective retention strategy, with employment among over-50s rising by nearly 10% since 2022. Employers such as Fuller’s and the Lake District Hotels Association have implemented age-inclusive recruitment and flexible job designs, resulting in retention rates as high as 75%, well above the sector average. These initiatives demonstrate how Strategic Human Resource Management (SHRM) can enhance workforce resilience and intergenerational collaboration.
The ability to adapt through learning and innovation is another crucial component of sustainable retention. Byfield (2025) and Dabo (2025) highlight the importance of multi-skilling, internal career progression, and flexible rostering to optimise resources and reduce turnover. Dabo (2025) further shows that combining digital transformation with human-centred leadership—focused on recognition, development, and inclusion—improves engagement and performance. Similarly, Downes (2023) stresses the strategic role of HR in addressing labour shortages through upskilling and responsible automation. When effectively implemented, automation can reduce repetitive workloads, allowing employees to focus on higher-value, customer-facing tasks. 
Building on Deery and Jago’s (2015) findings, work–life balance (WLB) remains a central mechanism linking organisational practices, wellbeing, and retention. Flexible scheduling, adequate rest, and managerial support are associated with higher satisfaction and commitment, whereas long hours and contingent employment increase stress and disengagement. Supporting evidence from Hospitality Action (2024), Wang (2019), and Wong et al. (2024) shows that WLB initiatives function as essential “resources” within the Job Demands–Resources (JD-R) model (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007), helping to offset job stress and prevent burnout. In financially constrained environments, WLB policies represent a viable and cost-effective strategy for sustaining morale and reducing turnover.
The CIPD (2022) review concludes that employee recognition and non-financial rewards consistently improve performance, motivation, and engagement, with the strongest effects observed when recognition is meaningful, personal, and aligned with organisational values. Lecot (2023) shows that employer-provided or subsidised housing assistance in high-cost regions improves recruitment and retention by reducing financial stress. Globacare (2023) highlights childcare support and flexible scheduling as effective means of supporting working parents and reducing absenteeism. Fuchs (2024) and UKHospitality (2024) identify equitable rostering and transparent communication as low-cost yet high-impact strategies that improve trust and morale. Finally, Byfield (2025) and Downes (2023) demonstrate that upskilling and job redesign not only enhance operational performance but also foster engagement and long-term commitment.

3. Methods. 
This chapter outlines the methodological framework adopted for this study, which investigates the interrelated challenges of staff shortages, financial pressures, and employee well-being within the UK hospitality industry, using The George Hotel, Lichfield, as a representative case study. The research applies a qualitative, desk-based case study design to provide a detailed, context-specific understanding of how national industry trends manifest within a single hotel operation. This chapter explains the research design, data collection, and analytical methods, and discusses the advantages, limitations, and ethical considerations of the approach, ensuring that the research process is transparent and replicable.
During the research process, the researcher’s professional placement at The George Hotel, Lichfield, provided valuable first-hand insights into how the hotel manages staffing shortages, financial pressures, and employee well-being challenges. These experiential observations enriched the analysis by linking theoretical and industry-wide issues to real operational practice. The case study approach was therefore chosen for its capacity to examine organisational phenomena within their real-world context. As Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2023) note, case study research aligns with interpretivist inquiry, enabling the exploration of complex social dynamics within a specific setting. The George Hotel was selected as it exemplifies many of the structural and managerial challenges facing the wider UK hospitality industry, including labour shortages, financial strain, and the growing importance of work–life balance and wellbeing. This combination of reflective insight and secondary data strengthened contextual depth and analytical rigour. The study employs a qualitative, desk-based strategy, relying solely on secondary data rather than primary fieldwork. This approach ensures feasibility and ethical compliance while maintaining analytical depth. Data were collected from a variety of credible and publicly available sources, including academic literature, government and industry reports, and publications from professional organisations such as UKHospitality, the CIPD, Acas, and the Office for National Statistics. Trade media and practitioner perspectives were also included to capture practical insights from the sector. Source selection focused on recency, reliability, and relevance, prioritising materials published between 2019 and 2025 to reflect post-pandemic realities. 
The analysis applied several complementary frameworks to ensure both depth and structure.  As noted by the CIPD (2022), auditing the external environment through PESTLE enables organisations to identify and interpret broad, long-term trends that shape strategic decision-making. In this study, the framework provided a systematic understanding of external pressures such as inflation, rising energy costs, labour mobility, and evolving social expectations surrounding flexible work and wellbeing, clarifying how these macro-level dynamics affect workforce management and organisational resilience.
At the organisational and individual levels, the Job Demands–Resources (JD–R) model (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017) and Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943) were used to interpret how workplace demands, resources, and motivation interact. The JD–R model explains how high job demands—such as long hours, emotional labour, and limited autonomy—combined with insufficient resources, lead to stress and turnover. Conversely, access to resources such as managerial support and work flexibility enhances engagement and retention. Maslow’s framework complements this by highlighting how the fulfilment of employees’ basic and psychological needs—such as financial stability, belonging, and recognition—underpins motivation and organisational commitment.
A thematic analysis (Olanrewaju, 2024) was conducted to identify and interpret recurring themes across the collected data. The process included three iterative stages: familiarisation with all sources and initial coding; clustering of codes into core themes such as work–life balance, wellbeing, and financial pressures; and thematic interpretation through the chosen analytical frameworks. The PEAS framework was used to structure the paper, providing an iterative approach that refines analysis through its four stages—Point, Evidence, Analysis, and Significance—to enhance clarity and coherence(George Brown College, 2025).
The advantages of this case study approach include its ability to connect industry-level insights with the lived realities of an individual organisation, offering rich contextual understanding. The use of multiple data sources and analytical models enhances validity through triangulation (Denzin, 2012). However, limitations include the absence of primary data from hotel staff or management, which restricts first-hand perspectives. The findings are thus illustrative rather than statistically generalisable. These limitations were mitigated through critical source evaluation, transparent documentation, and the integration of established theoretical frameworks.
This study adheres to strict ethical standards, using only publicly available data and ensuring transparency, proper citation, and academic integrity. The methodological structure follows guidelines from the University of Southern California (2025) and the San José State University Writing Centre (2021), which emphasise clarity, justification, and replicability in social science research.

4. Findings and Discussion. 
4.1.Interconnection between staff shortages and financial pressures. 
The interconnection between staff shortages and financial pressures in the UK hospitality industry reflects a self-reinforcing cycle, where each issue both causes and exacerbates the other. On one side, financial pressures—including rising energy costs, inflation, high taxation, and supply-chain disruptions—limit businesses’ ability to pay competitive wages, fund structured training, or invest in staff wellbeing (UKHospitality, 2025; Opus Business Advisory Group, 2025). When employers cannot improve compensation or working conditions, employee dissatisfaction and turnover increase, deepening recruitment challenges. This leads to persistent staff shortages, particularly in roles requiring long hours or physical intensity, such as housekeeping, catering, and kitchen operations (Davidson, McPhail and Barry, 2011; Kumodji, 2024). Conversely, labour shortages further intensify financial strain. With fewer staff available, businesses face reduced operational capacity, shorter opening hours, and lower service quality, directly affecting revenue and profitability. Overstretched teams also experience higher stress and burnout, leading to absenteeism and additional turnover (Baker and Kim, 2024; The Burnt Chef Project, 2024). This perpetuates the cycle—fewer staff mean higher workloads, which undermine morale and retention, forcing managers to rely on costly temporary labour or overtime payments, worsening financial pressure.
This interdependence is particularly visible in small and independent operators such as The George Hotel, Lichfield, which lack the financial reserves and economies of scale available to large chains. Their limited budgets restrict their ability to offer competitive pay or invest in retention strategies, while labour gaps increase operational inefficiency and staff fatigue. As a result, the sector’s economic fragility and workforce instability are mutually reinforcing—financial constraints create poor working conditions that drive staff away, while chronic understaffing reduces productivity and profitability, leaving even fewer resources to invest in long-term solutions.
4.2. Application of PESTLE Analysis to Assess Organisational Influence and External Constraints.
By analysing the external environment, a PESTLE analysis allows for the identification and understanding of broad, long-term influences and trends (CIPD, 2022). It also helps to determine the extent to which organisations—particularly small and independent hotels—can address these challenges, distinguishing between factors within their internal control and those constrained by external, macro-environmental conditions.
Many of the most significant pressures arise from political, economic, and structural forces that are largely outside managerial control:
· Political and legal restrictions, such as Brexit-related immigration policies and complex visa requirements, have reduced access to skilled EU labour and raised recruitment costs (Kumodji, 2024).
· Fiscal burdens, including high business rates, National Insurance contributions, and energy levies, have imposed additional costs that small businesses cannot easily offset (UKHospitality, 2025).
· Economic instability, driven by inflation, rising utility expenses, and reduced consumer spending, has constrained operators’ capacity to improve pay or expand benefits (Opus Business Advisory Group, 2025; Partridge, 2025).
· Labour market limitations, such as weak vocational training systems and low public perception of hospitality work, have further narrowed the pool of qualified applicants (Davidson, McPhail and Barry, 2011; Kumodji, 2024).
These macro-level challenges cannot be easily resolved by individual businesses. Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), such as The George Hotel, Lichfield, operate with restricted budgets and limited HR infrastructure, making them especially vulnerable to external volatility.
Despite significant external constraints, the analysis identifies several areas where organisational leadership can take meaningful action to strengthen workforce stability and engagement. Effective approaches include promoting work–life balance (WLB) through flexible scheduling and fair rostering (Deery and Jago, 2015; Karatepe, 2012), enhancing wellbeing and mental health support through structured initiatives such as The Burnt Chef Project (2024) and Hospitality Action (2024), and fostering inclusive, supportive cultures that build belonging and recognition (Fuchs, 2024; UKHospitality, 2024). Investing in training and development, even informally, can boost competence and confidence, addressing the turnover–training deficit highlighted by Davidson et al. (2011). Additionally, non-financial measures such as meaningful recognition, transparent communication, and equitable rostering improve trust and motivation (CIPD, 2022; UKHospitality, 2024), while employer-provided housing (Lecot, 2023) and childcare or family support—including flexible scheduling during school holidays (Peixoto, 2024)—help reduce financial stress, absenteeism, and overall employee strain. Together, these people-centred strategies represent cost-effective and practical ways to enhance retention and wellbeing within financially constrained hospitality operations.
Each of the identified interventions aligns closely with the Job Demands–Resources (JD–R) model (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017) and Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943), offering insight into how non-financial strategies enhance engagement, reduce burnout, and support retention in financially constrained hospitality environments. The JD–R model emphasises the balance between job demands—such as long hours and emotional labour—and job resources, including support, autonomy, and recognition. Interventions like flexible scheduling, wellbeing initiatives, inclusive culture, and skill development act as vital job resources, helping employees manage high demands and sustain motivation. Similarly, Maslow’s framework shows how these initiatives meet employees’ fundamental and psychological needs: work–life balance supports safety and rest, wellbeing programmes promote belonging and security, recognition satisfies esteem needs, and training fosters self-actualisation. Together, these theories illustrate that even when financial rewards are limited, strengthening internal resources and fulfilling psychological needs can effectively sustain morale, reduce turnover, and promote organisational resilience.
4.3. Industry Challenges as Reflected in The George Hotel, Lichfield.
The challenges identified in the wider UK hospitality sector—staff shortages, financial pressures, and retention difficulties—are clearly reflected in the operations of The George Hotel, Lichfield. As an independent mid-sized hotel, The George operates with limited economies of scale, meaning that financial constraints, recruitment challenges, and wellbeing issues are felt more acutely than in larger corporate chains.
Structurally, the hotel’s small size and family-run management foster a close-knit, informal culture that depends heavily on flexibility and cross-departmental support. The Food & Beverage department operates several outlets—the Lounge Bar, Darwin’s Restaurant, Afternoon Tea service, and the Sunday Carvery—each requiring different staffing levels and skillsets. Demand fluctuates sharply between weekdays and weekends, peaking during Sunday Carvery service and wedding functions. This unpredictability complicates scheduling and forces managers to frequently cover operational duties or reallocate staff across departments to meet immediate service demands, a pattern consistent with findings by Downes (2023) on resource strain in smaller operators.
Recruitment and retention challenges are particularly pronounced due to the hotel’s reliance on a casual, part-time workforce, primarily within the Food & Beverage department, where most employees are students, young workers, and retirees on flexible contracts. This staffing model reflects broader hospitality trends identified by Davidson, McPhail and Barry (2011), offering adaptability and cost efficiency but contributing to high turnover, inconsistent availability, and limited skill development. Younger employees frequently balance shifts with academic commitments or secondary jobs, while retired staff often seek reduced working hours and lighter responsibilities, resulting in irregular coverage during peak service periods such as weddings, the Sunday Carvery, and evening restaurant operations.
The Housekeeping department experiences similar challenges. Despite receiving applications, many candidates ultimately decline offers due to low pay, long hours, and the physical intensity of the work, echoing national issues of recruitment and retention in hospitality (Davidson et al., 2011; Kumodji, 2024). These shortages increase workloads for existing staff, reducing morale and performance—a situation consistent with the Job Demands–Resources (JD–R) model (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007), which links excessive demands and limited support to burnout and attrition.
Financial pressures further amplify these staffing difficulties. As a small independent operator, The George faces rising energy, food, and supply costs, which erode profitability and restrict investment in training or wage growth (UKHospitality, 2025; Opus Business Advisory Group, 2025). While the Sunday Carvery and wedding events are vital revenue streams, they are resource-intensive, demanding significant staff coordination and long preparation times, with limited flexibility if bookings fluctuate.
To mitigate these challenges, management relies on multi-skilling and operational adaptability. Employees are often trained to perform multiple roles, such as supporting breakfast service or event setups. However, time constraints during peak periods—particularly weddings and Sunday service—limit the opportunity for structured training. It was observed that new starters were frequently placed directly into busy shifts with minimal induction, leading some to struggle emotionally and physically with the job’s pace and pressure. This “sink-or-swim” onboarding approach mirrors the turnover–training deficit cycle described by Davidson et al. (2011), where labour shortages prevent adequate training, perpetuating further turnover.

5. Conclusion. 
The evidence gathered through this research demonstrates that staff shortages in the UK hospitality industry are not a temporary or isolated issue but a deep-rooted, systemic challenge with multiple, interconnected causes. These include structural features such as low pay, insecure contracts, limited progression opportunities, and a historical reliance on flexible or migrant labour, all of which have been intensified by recent political and economic shifts. The aftermath of Brexit, the COVID-19 pandemic, and ongoing inflationary pressures have collectively created a labour market in which the supply of skilled workers remains far below industry demand.
The findings also reveal that financial pressures are both a cause and a consequence of labour shortages, forming a self-reinforcing cycle that constrains organisational capacity to respond effectively. Rising operational costs, wage inflation, taxation, and reduced consumer spending have eroded profit margins, leaving employers with little flexibility to increase wages or invest in training and wellbeing initiatives. In turn, limited pay progression and support contribute to low job satisfaction, high turnover, and difficulties attracting new talent. This circular relationship between financial strain and labour scarcity has become one of the defining challenges of the post-pandemic hospitality landscape.
A PESTLE analysis of the industry context confirms that many of the forces driving this crisis—such as political regulation, economic instability, and social change—are largely beyond the control of individual organisations. Political decisions around immigration and taxation, economic conditions such as inflation and energy costs, and social factors including changing worker expectations all exert powerful external pressure, particularly on small and independent operators like The George Hotel, Lichfield. These businesses often lack the economies of scale and financial resilience available to larger hotel chains, making them disproportionately vulnerable to shifts in labour supply, cost structures, and consumer behaviour.
However, despite these macro-level constraints, the analysis also identifies areas where organisational leadership can make meaningful interventions to enhance workforce stability and engagement. These findings highlight that while small hotels cannot easily change external conditions, they can strengthen internal practices that directly affect employee wellbeing, motivation, and retention. In this respect, financial and human resource challenges are not parallel problems but two dimensions of the same systemic cycle—where strategic management of people can help mitigate financial strain, and improved employee engagement can, in turn, enhance operational resilience and service quality.The research highlights several effective internal interventions to improve retention and engagement in financially constrained hospitality settings. Work–life balance initiatives such as flexible scheduling and fair rostering reduce burnout and enhance satisfaction (Deery and Jago, 2015; Karatepe, 2012). Wellbeing programmes like The Burnt Chef Project (2024) and Hospitality Action (2024) strengthen resilience and psychological safety, while inclusive and fair practices foster belonging and morale (Fuchs, 2024). Training and development help close the turnover–training gap (Davidson, McPhail and Barry, 2011), and non-financial incentives—such as recognition, housing assistance (Lecot, 2023), and childcare support (Peixoto, 2024)—address employees’ wellbeing and security needs, improving motivation and retention.
Breaking this cycle requires a dual approach that combines macro-level policy reform with micro-level innovation at the organisational level. At the macro level, government action is needed to create a more supportive environment for the sector—through fairer taxation, targeted training initiatives, and policies that improve labour mobility and vocational education. At the micro level, small and independent hotels can adopt non-financial motivation strategies that foster employee loyalty and wellbeing even when financial incentives are limited.
The case of The George Hotel, Lichfield illustrates these dynamics at an operational level. The hotel’s small scale, fluctuating demand, and limited budget mirror the challenges faced by many independent establishments. Despite these constraints, the hotel’s emphasis on teamwork, flexibility, and cross-departmental collaboration provides valuable insight into how smaller operations can adapt through creative, people-focused management. However, the findings also highlight that without stronger structural support and more consistent investment in wellbeing and training, such efforts remain limited in their long-term impact.
In conclusion, this research underscores that managing staff in times of labour shortages and financial pressures requires a shift from traditional, financially driven motivation models toward more holistic, non-financial approaches that prioritise wellbeing, inclusion, and recognition. Financial constraints may limit an organisation’s capacity to raise wages or expand benefits, but they do not preclude investment in people through care, communication, and fairness. By fostering a supportive culture that values employees as central to business success, small and independent hotels can build greater workforce stability, resilience, and engagement—even within a challenging economic environment.
Ultimately, the future sustainability of the UK hospitality sector depends on its ability to balance economic survival with human sustainability. Investing in wellbeing and non-financial motivators is not merely a compensatory measure but a strategic necessity—one that enables businesses to retain talent, enhance service quality, and navigate ongoing uncertainty with resilience and purpose.

Chapter 6: Recommendations.
Addressing the workforce challenges at The George Hotel requires a holistic, relatively low-cost approach that strengthens employee wellbeing, engagement, and organisational culture. While the hotel cannot control macroeconomic factors such as inflation or labour supply, it can cultivate internal resilience through empathetic leadership, fair scheduling, structured training, and recognition. These actions, grounded in established motivational and HR frameworks, not only improve morale but also enhance service quality and reduce turnover.
Ultimately, in an era where financial incentives are increasingly limited, the success of small and independent hospitality businesses will depend on their ability to motivate through meaning, care, and inclusion. By investing in people rather than pay alone, The George Hotel can build a more stable, engaged, and sustainable workforce—positioning itself as a resilient model within the evolving UK hospitality landscape.

· Strengthen Leadership through Empathy and Servant Leadership.
Effective leadership is essential for maintaining morale in resource-constrained environments. The George Hotel should adopt a servant leadership approach—where managers prioritise the wellbeing, growth, and empowerment of their teams (Blanchard and Broadwell, 2018). This can be achieved through low-cost leadership development focused on emotional intelligence, active listening, and stress awareness. Empathetic leadership has been shown to build trust, increase engagement, and improve service quality (Pătru, 2024). Managers should lead by example, recognising employee effort, promoting respect, and encouraging openness about challenges. In smaller workplaces, where leaders interact closely with staff, these behaviours are particularly powerful in reducing turnover and strengthening loyalty.
· Embed Mental Health Awareness and Communication.
Research indicates that many hospitality workers are unaware of available wellbeing support (Modern Hospitality, 2024; The Burnt Chef Project, 2023). At The George Hotel, simple communication measures can have a major impact. It is recommended to:
· Display mental health resources prominently (e.g., posters or leaflets for Hospitality Action or The Burnt Chef Project).
· Conduct brief wellbeing check-ins during team meetings.
· Implement anonymous feedback channels to allow staff to express concerns freely.
· Offer short training sessions in mental-health literacy for supervisors, helping them identify early signs of stress or burnout.
These interventions promote psychological safety and normalise wellbeing discussions—key factors in reducing stigma and absenteeism. They also strengthen the “resources” side of the JD–R model, helping staff cope with emotional and operational pressures.
· Ensure Fair Scheduling and Promote Work–Life Balance.
The unpredictable nature of hospitality work—especially around weddings and Sunday Carvery service—creates fatigue and stress. The George Hotel should formalise fair scheduling practices that balance flexibility with predictability. Recommendations include publishing rotas at least two weeks in advance, offering rest periods between shifts, and accommodating reasonable requests for time off. Where possible, additional “reserve” or on-call part-time staff could be engaged during busy periods to reduce workload intensity.
Work–life balance (WLB) initiatives, even when low-cost, significantly improve wellbeing, job satisfaction, and retention (Deery and Jago, 2015; Karatepe, 2012). Flexible scheduling also supports Maslow’s safety and belonging needs by providing staff with stability and a sense of care from management.
· Develop Scalable Wellbeing and Recognition Programmes.
Larger hotel chains such as Hilton (“Thrive”) and Accor (“All Heartist”) have comprehensive wellbeing strategies, but smaller hotels can adopt simplified, scalable models. For The George Hotel, this could include:
· Introducing a “wellbeing buddy” system to promote peer support.
· Hosting short, informal wellbeing sessions or workshops led by local experts.
· Recognising positive performance through “Employee of the Month” awards or personal thank-you notes.
These low-cost actions foster belonging, appreciation, and morale. As Deloitte (2022) highlights, investing in wellbeing yields measurable financial returns, with an estimated £5 benefit for every £1 spent. Recognition and inclusion also reinforce intrinsic motivation and commitment, key principles of the JD–R model and Herzberg’s Two-Factor Theory (1959).
· Expand Training, Onboarding, and Career Development.
A recurring challenge observed at The George Hotel was limited time for structured training, particularly during peak periods. This “sink-or-swim” approach often left new employees unprepared and anxious. A more consistent onboarding and development framework is recommended:
· Implement short induction sessions before new hires begin high-pressure shifts.
· Assign experienced mentors to guide new employees through their first weeks.
· Schedule brief, recurring skills refreshers across departments (e.g., communication, customer service, or teamwork).
These measures directly address the turnover–training deficit cycle identified by Davidson, McPhail and Barry (2011) and enhance self-efficacy, one of the key “resources” in the JD–R framework. Cross-training can also increase operational flexibility, enabling staff to cover multiple functions during shortages.

· Introduce Housing and Family Support.
The George Hotel could consider forming partnerships that offer practical forms of support and added value for employees.
· Housing Support: Collaborate with local landlords or councils to secure affordable accommodation options for staff, particularly during peak seasons. Housing assistance has been shown to improve recruitment and retention in high-cost regions (Lecot, 2023).
· Childcare and Family Support: Flexible scheduling during school holidays or local partnerships with childcare providers can help parents maintain work–life balance (Peixoto, 2024).
These initiatives align with Maslow’s lower-level needs (security and belonging) and demonstrate care for employees’ personal wellbeing, enhancing loyalty and reducing turnover.
· Foster an Inclusive and Supportive Culture.
Building a positive, inclusive culture should be a strategic priority. Management can cultivate psychological safety by encouraging open communication, recognising achievements, and addressing conflict fairly. Regular team meetings can include feedback discussions, goal-setting, and recognition of staff contributions. Encouraging experienced employees to mentor newer ones can strengthen cohesion and belonging, while promoting gender, age, and cultural inclusivity reflects broader industry best practice (Fuchs, 2024).
These actions align with High-Commitment HRM (Beer et al., 1984), which links empowerment and fairness to higher engagement and retention—key qualities for small, people-focused organisations like The George Hotel.
· Monitor Wellbeing and Engagement Progress.
To ensure sustainability, The George Hotel should regularly evaluate the impact of its wellbeing and retention initiatives. This could include short, anonymous staff surveys, exit interviews, or feedback sessions to identify emerging issues. Tracking turnover rates, absenteeism, and satisfaction levels will help measure progress and maintain accountability.
Monitoring aligns with the CIPD’s (2024) guidance on embedding wellbeing into HR policy through prevention, early intervention, and sustained support. Demonstrating responsiveness to feedback also reinforces trust and transparency, vital components of a supportive culture.
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