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Abstract
This study explores how staff shortages affect service quality at Best Western York House Hotel, Eastbourne. Chapter One introduces the hotel's staffing challenges during peak tourist periods in a mid-market setting. Guest complaints include long check-in waits, late housekeeping, and ignored service issues. The chapter outlines the aim, four objectives, and the central research questions. The aim was to evaluate how labour shortages impact hotel service delivery. Objectives included analysing online reviews, assessing operational failures, and recommending ways to improve service. Chapter One also explains why the case hotel was selected based on direct placement experience and frequent guest complaints. The background shows a national hospitality staffing crisis worsened by Brexit, burnout, and seasonal gaps. Staff shortages were evident during busy weekends and between 2:00 p.m. and 4:00 p.m. These gaps created long queues and inconsistent service across departments. Chapter two presents academic sources, models, and reports that explain links between staffing and guest satisfaction. The SERVQUAL model helped assess failures across five service quality dimensions.
Tangibles, responsiveness, reliability, assurance, and empathy were all affected. Previous studies confirmed that low staffing reduces service speed and communication, which frustrates guests. Guest expectations were not met due to missing staff, unclear guidance, and poor follow-up on problems. Guest reviews showed that one receptionist or one housekeeper could not handle high guest volume. The literature also explained digital tools like self-check-in or chatbots. These tools help hotels manage demand without always needing more workers. Industry reports from Deloitte and UK Hospitality showed how cross-training and mobile services reduce pressure. However, the hotel had not yet adopted these systems. The literature review also identified gaps, including limited studies combining guest reviews with service models at the local level. Chapters three and four explain the research design, data collection, findings, and analysis. Secondary data came from 32 guest reviews posted on Booking.com and TripAdvisor. Thematic and content analysis showed four main problem areas: rushed staff, long delays, poor problem-solving, and inconsistent service. Guest quotes described missing towels, unclean rooms, and unattended requests. These issues led to lower TripAdvisor scores and lost repeat bookings. The discussion compared these themes to the SERVQUAL framework and literature. The study found that staff friendliness could not fix service gaps without support systems or tools. Chapter Five presented short- and long-term strategies, including staff scheduling, complaint tracking, mobile apps, and seasonal hiring. These actions could help mid-market hotels protect quality during busy periods. The study provides valuable insight for hotel managers facing similar staffing and service challenges.
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[bookmark: _Toc200174923]1.1 Background and Context
The UK hospitality industry faces severe labour shortages, with over 121,000 vacancies reported in 2024. This figure is 48% higher than pre-pandemic levels, showing a national crisis in hospitality staffing levels (Hone, 2024). Post-Brexit restrictions and pandemic-related job shifts reduced access to experienced international workers in hotels. Employee burnout has increased due to longer shifts, reduced rest periods, and limited operational support systems. According to the UK Hospitality (2025), 73% of hotel managers report stress-related performance issues linked to low staffing. Locally, Eastbourne suffers seasonal labour gaps because it depends on temporary tourism-related employment cycles. Eastbourne’s ageing population limits access to younger workers who often fill entry-level hospitality roles (Smith, 2017). Staffing shortages in Eastbourne hotels worsen during peak summer when demand exceeds available employee capacity. These challenges directly affect the Eastbourne hotel sector's guest experiences, operational efficiency, and employee well-being. This study focuses on how staff shortages influence service quality, with Best Western York House Hotel as the case.
[bookmark: _Toc200174924]1.2 Case Study Overview
According to York House Hotel (2025), Best Western York House Hotel is a 3-star seafront property on Eastbourne's Royal Parade. It operates within the mid-market segment, serving leisure guests and small business conference travellers. The hotel offers 76 rooms, an indoor heated pool, sea views, a restaurant, and modern bar facilities. Its brand combines heritage charm with affordable comfort, targeting domestic tourists and off-season senior guests. It was selected for this study due to direct placement experience and observed workforce challenges during operations (Tripadvisor, 2025). During the placement, persistent issues included delayed housekeeping, long check-in queues, and fewer available staff. Online guest reviews further highlighted repeated complaints about poor service caused by staff shortages.
[bookmark: _Toc200174925]1.3 Research Problem and Rationale
Staff shortages were the most common issue reported during my placement at this Eastbourne hotel (Boutique Hotelier, 2016). Guests often waited over 20 minutes at reception because only one staff member was present. Room service delays averaged two hours, and complaints often went unanswered during busy shifts. Review platforms like TripAdvisor have frequently mentioned terms like "understaffed" and "slow service" in recent months. Nationally, hotels with 20% staff gaps scored 1.7 points lower on TripAdvisor (Birdir and Birdir, 2024). This problem affects revenue and reputation in Eastbourne's highly competitive seafront hospitality market. Addressing staffing problems is essential for retaining loyal guests and ensuring long-term financial sustainability.
[bookmark: _Toc200174926]1.4 Structure of the Research
The structure of this research is summarised in the table below:
	Chapter
	Content Summary

	Chapter 1
	Introduction, background, research aims, questions, and rationale

	Chapter 2
	Literature review, SERVQUAL model, and staffing-related theories

	Chapter 3
	Case study design, data sources, methods, and ethical considerations

	Chapter 4
	Analysis of guest reviews and findings, with SERVQUAL comparison

	Chapter 5
	Conclusion, key findings, recommendations, and industry implications


This structure ensures clarity, relevance, and alignment with research objectives.
[bookmark: _Toc200174927]1.5 Aims, Objectives and Questions
Aim:
This project aims to evaluate the impact of staff shortages on service quality in the hospitality sector.
Objectives:
· To identify operational impacts of staff shortages through literature and data analysis.
· To analyse guest feedback and reviews for evidence of service quality failures.
· To explore recovery strategies used in the hospitality sector to address understaffing.
· To recommend actions for Best Western York House Hotel to maintain service quality under staffing pressure.
Research Questions:
· What are the most common impacts of staff shortages on hotel service quality?
· How do staff shortages influence guest satisfaction and expectations in mid-market hotels?
· What strategies have hotels used to manage understaffing and maintain service standards?
· How can these strategies be applied to Eastbourne's Best Western York House Hotel?


[bookmark: _Toc200174928]Chapter 2: Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc200174929]2.1 Introduction to Key Concepts
Service quality is a key performance indicator in hospitality, especially in guest-facing operations. Chidera et al. (2021) stated that Guest satisfaction depends on how well hotels meet expectations across multiple service touchpoints. These include check-in efficiency, housekeeping, food service, and timely guest support. Employee performance is essential to maintaining consistent quality across departments. Staff must handle high workloads, maintain professionalism, and respond quickly to requests. In a well-managed hotel, service quality relies on enough trained staff in all operational areas. Staff retention is closely linked to employee morale, fair workloads, and leadership support. High turnover disrupts operations and increases guest complaints. Ali et al. (2021) state that satisfied employees improve guest experiences through faster response and better communication. A staff shortage reduces service speed, weakens guest relationships, and increases management pressure. These four concepts are linked and directly impact service delivery in hotels experiencing labour shortages.
[bookmark: _Toc200174930]2.2 Theoretical Framework
According to Adhikari, Mana Prasad Wagley and Niroj Dahal (2023), the SERVQUAL model helps measure gaps between guest expectations and real service performance in hotels. It focuses on five areas: tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assurance, and empathy during service delivery. Tangibles include things guests can see or touch, like clean rooms or tidy uniforms. Giousmpasoglou (2024) mentioned that these areas often suffer in understaffed hotels due to a lack of time and proper supervision. Reliability means doing things right the first time, like timely check-ins or fulfilling guest requests quickly. Shrestha and Thapa (2023) found that when hotels have few staff, reliability drops, and mistakes increase, especially at peak times. Responsiveness is about how fast staff respond when guests need help or information. With fewer team members, response time grows longer, making guests feel ignored or frustrated. Assurance relates to the confidence staff give guests through knowledge, courtesy, and professional behaviour. Testbook (2024) argued that tired or overworked staff may struggle to show confidence or solve issues calmly and clearly. Empathy means offering guests personal care, attention, and patience, especially during problems or complaints. Hotels with low staffing often lose this human touch because staff rush tasks or skip interactions (Wong, Kim and Xu, 2025).
Kalotra and Sharma (2023) stated that at Best Western York House Hotel, SERVQUAL fits well to assess service quality under low staffing conditions. Several guests shared negative feedback about slow check-in and unclean rooms during my placement. These issues include responsiveness, reliability, and tangibles, showing real service failures linked to a shortage of staff. According to Birdir and Birdir (2024), hotels with over 20% staff gaps lost 1.7 TripAdvisor points. That drop affected repeat bookings and revenue, making quality measurement urgent. SERVQUAL can guide which areas need action to keep guests happy, even when the team is small.
[bookmark: _Toc200174931]2.3 Empirical Studies on Staff Shortages
Labour shortages have increased across the UK hospitality industry since Brexit and the COVID-19 pandemic. A report by UK Hospitality (2023) states that over 121,000 vacancies exist in the sector, 48% above pre-2020 levels. These gaps increase employee stress, reduce guest satisfaction and lower operational efficiency. During my placement, guests often waited 20–25 minutes to check in due to reduced front desk coverage. One team handled all floors in housekeeping, delaying room cleaning and upsetting arriving guests. Restaurant staff were reduced to one server, causing wait times of over 40 minutes during lunch service. These problems directly reflect the staffing issues outlined by Blasberg (2022), who links understaffing with slower service recovery. Guest reviews on TripAdvisor show recurring complaints about delays, room issues, and absent staff during high occupancy. Many reviews include terms like "understaffed," "waited too long," and "no response from reception." Alrawadieh and Law (2019) argued that when guest expectations are unmet, satisfaction drops sharply, damaging the hotel's reputation and profitability. In the table below, frequent complaints from different service areas are linked to staff shortages.
[bookmark: _Toc199862372]



Table 1 Impact on Staff Shortage in the Hotel
	Service Area
	Common Complaint
	Staff Shortage Indicator

	Front Desk
	Long wait at check-in/checkout
	Only one receptionist is on duty during busy periods

	Housekeeping
	Late room cleaning or missed service
	Insufficient housekeeping staff for full occupancy

	Food & Beverage
	Slow restaurant service or limited availability
	One server handling all tables

	Maintenance
	Delayed response to room issues
	No technician available for urgent repairs


Source: (Self-Made)
Understaffing also creates internal challenges, such as burnout, absenteeism, and resignation. The Hospitality Staff Survey reported that 60% of hotel workers considered leaving due to stress (Axonify, 2024). Inconsistent staff availability also reduces service consistency, especially in mid-market hotels dependent on lean operating models. Wu et al. (2021) found that poor guests experience lower repeat booking rates and increased negative online visibility. Maintaining quality during shortages is essential to long-term success in Eastbourne's competitive hotel market.
[bookmark: _Toc200174932]2.4 Technology and Strategy Responses
Mann, Ramirez and Straus (2023) argued that hotels facing staff shortages use new strategies to protect service quality and guest satisfaction. One key solution is cross-training, where staff learn more than one role to fill service gaps quickly (Bleich, 2018). At York House Hotel, reception staff helped housekeeping during peak times to reduce room delays. Cross-trained workers improved speed, lowered stress, and handled more tasks without hiring extra team members. According to Blasberg (2022), cross-training helped hotels reduce service wait times by up to 28%.
Another strong strategy is hiring part-time or seasonal staff based on seasonal guest demand. Summer bookings rise sharply in Eastbourne, but staffing levels often remain fixed or low (UK Parliament, 2022). Hotels can avoid year-round costs by using seasonal contracts while meeting temporary labour needs. However, training seasonal staff quickly and well is a significant challenge for busy managers.
According to Shiwen, Kwon and Ahn (2021), Self-service technology is also helping reduce pressure on limited staff during high-demand periods. Many Best Western hotels now use mobile check-in, digital room keys, and online restaurant bookings. These tools allow guests to manage services without long waits at the front desk. According to Deloitte (2023), hotels using self-check-in reduced reception queue times by 35%.
Mei, Konar and Kumar (2024) mentioned that some hotels use chatbots and digital help desks to handle guest questions automatically. These tools answer common questions about check-in times, room services, and directions. Awa, Ikwor and Ademe (2021) found that this allows fewer staff to focus on solving urgent or complex guest problems. However, during guest complaints, technology cannot replace personal care or emotional support.
Below is a table showing how these strategies work in hotels with fewer staff.
[bookmark: _Toc199862373]Table 2 Responses to staff shortage
	Strategy
	Benefit
	Limitation

	Cross-training
	Flexible teams and fewer delays
	Requires more training and planning

	Seasonal Hiring
	Adjusts labour to guest demand
	Staff may lack loyalty or long-term skills

	Self-check-in Tech
	Shorter queues and faster service
	Not all guests are comfortable with tech

	Digital Communication
	Reduces basic enquiries to staff
	It cannot replace face-to-face care


Source: (Self-Made)
Hotels must balance tech and people to protect service quality when teams are small or overworked.
[bookmark: _Toc200174933]2.5 Gaps in the Literature
Although many studies explore service quality and staff shortages, few combine both in a real hotel setting. Most research uses broad national data without focusing on individual guest feedback at the local level. There is also little analysis of how review sites reflect operational challenges caused by low staffing. Few studies directly compare staffing complaints to SERVQUAL dimensions (Abd Rashid, Tuan Ismail and Thomas, 2021). There is also limited research on how mid-market, seasonal hotels like York House adapt during staff shortages. This study addresses that gap by analysing guest reviews from Booking.com and TripAdvisor. It also links these themes to academic theory and current hospitality reports. The goal is to offer insights tailored to real hotel operations, not just general industry trends.
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[bookmark: _Toc200174935]3.1 Research Design and Case Study Approach
This research used a case study approach to explore fundamental problems in a real hotel setting. The selected case was the Best Western York House Hotel in Eastbourne, where the placement occurred (Collis and Hussey, 2014). The hotel was suitable because staffing shortages were directly observed during placement. Using real-world examples, a case study helped explore how labour shortages impacted service quality. According to Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2012), case studies offer deep insights into practical and operational issues. The case study focused on one hotel but included multiple service areas, such as reception and housekeeping. Each service point provided data to explore the research questions in full detail. This method allowed the study to link academic theories with practical experiences and guest feedback. The approach helped examine not just what happened but also why those issues occurred. This design supported a more accurate and meaningful interpretation of literature and secondary data.
[bookmark: _Toc200174936]3.2 Data Sources and Collection
All the information in this project is sourced from publicly available and checked information. The case study did not use Interviews and surveys, following ethical approval guidelines (Cottrell, 2014). The initial information was gathered from peer-reviewed articles and books on hospitality management. The sources provided information on the level of service, employee shortages and the strategies hotels use to staff their organisation. The second part used UKHospitality, PwC and Deloitte’s industry reports as a source. They contained guidance at the national level on how to handle staff shortages. The third type of information came from online reviews posted on TripAdvisor, Booking.com and Google Reviews (Cottrell, 2015). Reports from the past were found, and only those mentioning "understaffed," "slow service," and "long wait" were kept. My keywords allowed me to find relevant feedback on how staff shortages influence guest delight. The data was sorted into different categories on a spreadsheet, such as front desk or housekeeping. With this approach, it became simpler to spot similarities in events, places and how people responded.
[bookmark: _Toc200174937]3.3 Analytical Techniques
Two analysis methods were used: content analysis and thematic analysis. Guest reviews were studied using content analysis to detect the most frequent complaints caused by low staffing (Denscombe, 2010). Each review was read and coded for key service issues such as “wait time,” “room delay,” or “no response.” These codes were grouped under departments to link problems with specific staff functions. Below is a table showing how this analysis was structured:
[bookmark: _Toc199862374]Table 3 Example Structure: Review Coding Table
	Guest Complaint
	Service Area
	Keyword Identified
	Issue Type

	“Waited 25 mins”
	Front Desk
	Waited
	Check-in Delay

	“No one cleaned the room."
	Housekeeping
	Unclean
	Missed Housekeeping

	"One waiter only."
	Restaurant
	Understaffed
	Food Service Slow


Source: (Self-Made)
A thematic analysis was used for the literature and industry reports to find common patterns and suggestions. Key themes were "burnout," "digital tools," "training gaps," and "staff morale." These themes were compared with guest feedback to see if practical issues matched academic theory. The SERVQUAL model supported this step. Guest comments were mapped to SERVQUAL dimensions: responsiveness, reliability, tangibles, assurance, and empathy (Greetham, 2014). For example, “long wait at check-in” is linked to responsiveness, while “dirty room” matches tangibles. This method helped assess which service quality areas were most impacted by reduced staffing.
[bookmark: _Toc200174938]3.4 Ethical Considerations and Limitations
The research followed all ethical rules by using only publicly available data and secondary sources. No personal or private data was collected or used from guests or hotel staff (Marshall, 2015). Review platforms like TripAdvisor make all user reviews public and searchable by anyone. All academic and industry sources were fully cited to avoid plagiarism or data misuse. The main limitation was that no primary interviews or staff surveys were conducted due to ethical considerations. Another limitation was the subjective nature of guest reviews, which may reflect personal bias or temporary problems (Silverman, 2011). However, by collecting multiple reviews over time, the study reduced the impact of single negative experiences. The project stayed within its approved boundaries while offering strong insights into service quality under labour shortages.
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[bookmark: _Toc200174940]4.1: Findings
[bookmark: _Toc200174941]4.1.1 Introduction
This research was designed to find out how a lack of staff impacted the quality of services at Best Western York House Hotel. Reviews from guests on TripAdvisor, Booking.com and Google were the principal secondary sources for the study. The collected data was analysed over months, with the right terms being “understaffed” and “slow service.” Feedback in various services was found to be organised into four distinctive themes. Subjects included staff friendliness and communication, delays while checking in and getting housekeeping service, problem-solving, and inconsistent service. I explored each theme to identify how the lack of staffing negatively affected guests and the reliable operation of the hotel.
[bookmark: _Toc200174942]4.1.2 Theme 1: Staff Friendliness and Communication Issues
Staff friendliness and clear communication are key to service quality in hospitality settings. Reduced staffing levels during placement caused visible stress among team members during guest interactions (Purwanto, Wafa and Sanjani, 2023). Staff often seemed rushed, distracted, or unable to give full attention during check-in or guest inquiries. This issue was especially noticeable during weekends and early afternoons when guest traffic increased at reception. Many guests described their check-in experience as cold, brief, or incomplete despite polite behaviour from staff (Lester and Sallee, 2023). Limited time led to missed information, such as breakfast hours, parking rules, or local area guidance. In one review, a guest wrote, "The receptionist was polite but looked overwhelmed and did not explain anything about breakfast times." Another review stated, "Staff seemed tired and frustrated. No one told us about parking when we checked in." These complaints were common across several months and peak seasons (Rémillard-Boilard, Buffel and Phillipson, 2021).
The root problem was the lack of staff per shift, which left one or two people handling all arrivals. This shortage meant that staff could not spend enough time explaining services or answering guests' questions (Bhatta et al., 2021). The SERVQUAL dimensions most affected were Assurance and Empathy, which rely on confidence, patience, and care in communication. Without enough staff, even skilled workers struggled to maintain personal service levels (Collado Gutiérrez et al., 2024). Guests noticed the difference and reflected it in their ratings and written feedback.
[bookmark: _Toc199862375]Table 4 Common Guest Complaints – Communication
	Complaint
	Frequency
	Related Department

	Lack of welcome information
	8
	Front Desk

	There are no clear directions for amenities
	5
	Front Desk

	Dismissive or rushed behaviour
	6
	Multiple Areas


Source: (Self-Made)
This theme shows how labour shortages limit speed, human warmth, and helpfulness (Koufodontis and Melissourgou, 2024). Small service gaps in communication can make guests feel ignored, underinformed, and dissatisfied during their stay.
[bookmark: _Toc200174943]4.1.3 Theme 2: Delays in Check-In/Checkout and Housekeeping
Delays at check-in and late room readiness were common problems highlighted by many guest reviews. These issues appeared even during quieter periods, not just in high season (Widiastini, Santiara and Rahmawati, 2024). Most complaints were linked to reception delays between 2 p.m. and 4 p.m., the hotel's busiest arrival window. Guests often arrive to find only one receptionist on duty and a queue already forming (Alharbi et al., 2025). This led to frustration among families and elderly guests with heavy luggage or early travel fatigue. In one review, a guest explained, "We had to wait 30 minutes to check in. Only one person at reception."
Late room readiness also created problems for guests arriving on time after long journeys (Hassan and Eassa, 2025). Housekeeping teams were observed managing multiple floors with no support during peak days. One review stated, "Arrived at 3:15 p.m., but our room was not ready until almost 5 p.m." Sometimes, rooms remained unclean after guests left their bags at reception (Shaik, 2022). These service delays disrupted travel plans and affected guests’ first impressions of the hotel.
The core issue was reduced staff per shift, mainly during back-to-back room changeovers. No float staff supported reception or housekeeping during high guest movement (Awara et al., 2022). These delays impacted SERVQUAL's Reliability and Responsiveness dimensions. Guests expected a prompt, smooth check-in and clean, ready rooms upon arrival. When these needs were unmet, satisfaction scores declined, and return bookings were at risk.
Staff were seen multitasking across roles, such as answering phones while checking guests in. This caused further delays and miscommunication about room status or service availability (Talukder and Afchar, 2025). The hotel lacked a system for informing arriving guests about late room readiness before arrival—this absence of proactive communication added to the guests' frustration and confusion. In several reviews, guests shared that they were not offered compensation or even an apology for delays.
Repeated issues in check-in and housekeeping weakened guest trust in the hotel’s reliability. Inconsistent room standards also appeared, with some guests receiving fully prepared rooms while others waited over an hour (Widiastini, Santiara and Rahmawati, 2024). These gaps damaged the brand image and showed how short staffing affected daily department operations. Maintaining basic service timelines became difficult without the correct number of trained, available team members.
[bookmark: _Toc199862376]Table 5 Check-In and Housekeeping Delays
	Issue
	Frequency
	Delay Duration

	Late check-in
	10
	20–45 minutes

	Unready rooms on arrival
	7
	Over 1 hour

	Delayed housekeeping
	6
	Until evening


Source: (Self-Made)
These findings prove that minor delays can significantly lower guest satisfaction when repeated daily. Even basic service tasks like check-in and room turnover become inconsistent and stressful without additional staff.
[bookmark: _Toc200174944]4.1.4 Theme 3: Problem Resolution and Guest Satisfaction
Guests expect hotel staff to fix problems quickly, politely, and with care and urgency. However, many reviews showed that staff shortages delayed responses or left problems completely unresolved (Kerum and Vukovic, 2022)—guests who reported broken items or missing amenities often needed to ask more than once. For example, one guest shared, "Reported a broken lamp. No one came. Had to remind reception the next morning." Another wrote, "The night staff said they would send towels, but we never got any." These experiences left guests feeling ignored and undervalued, even when the original issue was minor.
The staff response often started well, with a polite promise to help (Yani and Wirawan, 2022). However, the lack of follow-through reduced the value of that initial interaction. Staff were often too busy managing other tasks to return to the original complaint. This caused frustration and lower guest ratings despite no rudeness or evil intent. The missing link was proper closure, which is vital in guest service management (Ali et al., 2021).
These issues are linked closely to the SERVQUAL dimensions of Assurance and Responsiveness. Assurance was weakened when staff failed to deliver the promised help, and responsiveness suffered when the hotel did not act within an acceptable time frame (Hayat and Ibrahim, 2021). Reviews revealed that unresolved complaints became a significant reason for poor online ratings. Some guests noted they would not recommend the hotel based on these experiences.
Guests understand that problems can happen but expect fair and fast solutions. When the service team lacks numbers, acting quickly or following up becomes harder (Fowler, Zinn and Musgrave, 2024). This failure in problem resolution affects trust, comfort, and the hotel’s long-term image. A hotel can offer a beautiful room, but if problems are ignored, guests leave unhappy.
[bookmark: _Toc199862377]Table 6 Unresolved Guest Complaints
	Type of Problem
	Mentioned in Reviews
	Resolved?

	Missing amenities
	4
	No

	Faulty room equipment
	3
	Partial

	Late response to issues
	5
	No


Source: (Self-Made)
This theme confirms that strong communication must be paired with action (Mitrović and Student, 2021). Even polite service cannot meet guests' needs or protect satisfaction levels without enough staff.
[bookmark: _Toc200174945]4.1.5 Theme 4: Variability in Service Delivery
Guest reviews showed significant differences in service quality across different dates and departments. Some visitors described smooth check-ins, clean rooms, and friendly staff during their stay (Marin et al., 2022). Others reported delayed service, dirty rooms, and absent staff, sometimes within the same week. This inconsistency raised concerns about operational reliability and team coordination. One guest wrote, “We had a great time, the staff were helpful, and the rooms were clean.” Another guest shared, “Our friends came two days later and had the opposite experience — slow and unclean.” These contrasting reviews suggest that the hotel’s service depended heavily on daily staff availability (Park et al., 2022).
Staffing shortages and inconsistent team rosters were the main reasons for uneven service delivery. Reception service, restaurant timing, and housekeeping were the most affected by these changes (Hastjarjo, Prihanto and Utami, 2023). In some cases, one fully staffed shift handled tasks quickly and efficiently. In other cases, reduced staff led to long wait times, missed room cleaning, or forgotten requests. This level of variation negatively influenced guest trust in the brand.
The SERVQUAL dimension most affected was reliability, which is the ability to deliver promised services dependably. Guests could not predict the service they would receive, even when booking the same room type (Zhong et al., 2025). Online reviews reflected this uncertainty, with five-star and one-star ratings submitted days apart. This inconsistency damaged the hotel's reputation, making service improvements harder to measure.

[bookmark: _Toc199862370]Figure 1: Top 5 Complaint Types from Guest Reviews
Source: (Self-Made)
The table below summarises the service differences reported during the same week by different guests.
[bookmark: _Toc199862378]Table 7 Guest Experience Variability by Visit Date
	Guest Experience
	Day of Visit
	Reported Service Level

	Helpful staff, clean room
	Monday
	Very Good

	Slow service, unclean room
	Wednesday
	Poor

	Fast check-in, a good meal
	Thursday
	Very Good

	Long queue, cold food
	Friday
	Poor


Source: (Self-Made)
Service variability harms guest loyalty and staff morale (Wirtz et al., 2023). Guests who cannot trust consistency hesitate to return or recommend the hotel. This theme shows why stable staffing is key to long-term service excellence.
[bookmark: _Toc200174946]4.2: Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc200174947]4.2.1 Comparison to Literature and Models
The findings strongly support current research about labour shortages in the hospitality sector. Studies by UKHospitality and Deloitte (2023) confirm that staffing gaps cause guest service delays and complaints. In the hotel studied, long queues, missed housekeeping, and poor communication occurred when fewer staff were available. Guest reviews described wait times over 30 minutes at check-in, matching national trends reported in UK-wide surveys. These delays reflected exactly the concerns Blasberg (2022) raised about pressure on frontline workers.
Ali et al. (2021) stated that guest satisfaction depends on timely, polite, and consistent interactions at all service points. This research also showed that reduced staff impacted Best Western York House Hotel's interactions. Marić et al. (2022) found that Tangible service issues like unclean rooms and missing amenities were repeated themes in the guest feedback analysed. These align with the Tangibles and Reliability dimensions of the SERVQUAL model. Guests did not receive the expected room quality or prompt service on arrival.
Hayes (2024) pointed out that the SERVQUAL model helped map problems across departments and time. For example, when towels were missing and never delivered, it showed a failure in Responsiveness and Assurance. Staff promised help but did not act, weakening the hotel's credibility. In the literature, Birdir and Birdir (2024) explained that hotels with 20% staff gaps scored lower across all dimensions. This was confirmed by review analysis in this project, where inconsistent experiences produced positive and negative guest ratings.
[bookmark: _Toc199862379]Table 8 SERVQUAL Dimensions Affected by Staff Shortages
	Theme
	Tangibles
	Reliability
	Responsiveness
	Assurance
	Empathy

	Staff Communication
	–
	–
	✓
	✓
	✓

	Check-In/Housekeeping Delays
	✓
	✓
	✓
	–
	–

	Problem Resolution Failures
	–
	–
	✓
	✓
	–

	Service Inconsistency by Date
	–
	✓
	–
	–
	–


Source: (Self-Made)
Also, the literature highlights that many hotels use digital tools to reduce labour pressure. While this study did not measure technology use directly, many reviews did not mention digital systems (Jenny, 2022). This suggests that the hotel had not fully implemented check-in kiosks, apps, or mobile requests. Therefore, compared to other Best Western locations, this hotel may be slower in adopting helpful tech solutions. Deloitte (2023) showed that self-service tools improved guest satisfaction by reducing check-in time by 35%. The lack of these tools may explain why delays were frequent in this case study. Lastly, SERVQUAL’s Empathy dimension appeared weak in this project, especially during busy shifts. The literature shows that empathy requires time, which short staffing severely limits. The friendly staff can only do so much when the workload is high, and no support exists.
[bookmark: _Toc200174948]4.2.2 Interpretation of Key Themes
The first theme, Staff Friendliness and Communication, showed that employees tried to help but lacked enough time. Suraihi et al. (2021) found that Guests described staff as kind but rushed, and service explanations were often missing or incomplete. This pattern shows how staff shortages reduce service depth, even when workers have good intentions. Communication failures lowered guest trust and created confusion about hotel facilities and local services (Vu, 2021). In the SERVQUAL framework, these failures affected Assurance and Empathy, which are core to building guest confidence.
The second theme, Delays in Check-In and Housekeeping, revealed how severe time losses damage first impressions. Multiple reviews described check-in delays lasting 20 to 45 minutes, especially in the afternoons. Some guests even received room keys for spaces that had not been cleaned yet (Dechasa, 2023). Housekeeping teams were visibly shorthanded, often managing several floors without float support. This made room readiness unpredictable and hurt the hotel's reliability in guests’ eyes.
The third theme, Problem Resolution, highlighted a key risk area for service quality. Guests reported issues like broken lights or missing towels that were never fixed. Even when reported politely, complaints were sometimes forgotten or ignored (eZee Editorial Team, 2020). This weakened the Responsiveness dimension of the SERVQUAL model. The hotel failed to deliver service promises, making guests feel unsupported. Follow-up and resolution are essential in hospitality, and understaffing makes this extremely difficult.
The fourth theme, Variability in Service, showed inconsistent delivery across days and departments. Guests checking in two days apart described opposite experiences in cleanliness and staff support (Yang, Cheng and Lin, 2014). This suggests the hotel relied heavily on individual staff members or specific teams, with no standardised backup. The SERVQUAL dimension, reliability, suffered most under this inconsistency. Guests want stable, dependable service regardless of the day or staff on shift. Even occasional good service cannot protect the brand's reputation when this is missing.
[bookmark: _Toc199862380]Table 9 SERVQUAL Dimensions Affected by Staff Shortages
	Theme Identified
	Main SERVQUAL Dimensions Affected
	Observed Impact

	Staff Friendliness and Communication
	Assurance, Empathy
	Missed information, rushed interactions

	Check-in and Housekeeping Delays
	Reliability, Responsiveness
	Late check-ins, unready rooms

	Problem Resolution and Follow-Up
	Assurance, Responsiveness
	Promises not fulfilled, slow issue response

	Variability in Service Delivery
	Reliability
	Guest experiences differed within the same week


Source: (Self-Made)
These four themes together point to a broader operational issue. Staff shortages did not just slow service—they made service unpredictable, impersonal, and hard to recover once broken. Hotels need not only more staff but also clearer systems and fallback procedures.
[bookmark: _Toc200174949]4.2.3 Implications for Service Quality and Hotel Operations
This project explains how staff shortages damage service quality in a mid-market seaside hotel. The findings suggest that current staffing levels are insufficient to support functions like reception and housekeeping. When teams are too small, speed, cleanliness, and guest care all decline (Cai and Chi, 2018); these failures were noted repeatedly in reviews and lowered overall guest satisfaction scores.
Hotel management must consider both staff numbers and support systems. One recommendation is to use cross-trained staff who can float between roles during peak times. This would improve both Responsiveness and Reliability in daily operations (Dwivedi, 2022). Another option is introducing mobile check-in and chatbot services to reduce basic front desk tasks. Deloitte (2023) noted that hotels using such tools had fewer complaints about check-in delays.
It is also important to improve internal communication systems. For example, a shared task board or internal messaging system can help staff track guest complaints. This would ensure better assurance since promises would be easier to keep (McKinsey, 2021). Staff could log towel requests or maintenance reports and assign follow-up actions before shifts end.
Due to tourism cycles, seasonal labour planning is essential in Eastbourne in terms of hiring. The hotel should plan staffing models that adjust based on known guest flows from past years. The hotel can manage labour better during high-demand months with flexible contracts or partnerships with local colleges. These actions will not solve every issue but can reduce service gaps caused by low staffing. 
[bookmark: _Toc199862381]Table 10 Guest Satisfaction Outcomes Linked to Staff Shortage Patterns
	Operational Weakness
	Typical Guest Response
	Impact on Satisfaction

	Long check-in wait times
	Negative ratings on TripAdvisor
	Low-reliability scores

	Incomplete housekeeping
	Requests to change rooms or early checkout
	Low cleanliness satisfaction

	Unresolved complaints
	Complaints are repeated in multiple reviews
	Low service recovery perception

	Inconsistent service by date
	Guests are confused about brand standards
	Damaged hotel reputation


Source: (Self-Made)
To protect its online reputation, the hotel must improve its ability to deliver stable, consistent service. This project proves that reviews are not just opinions—they are records of operational risk.
[bookmark: _Toc200174950]4.2.4 Link to Research Questions and Objectives
The first research question asked: What are the most common impacts of staff shortages on service quality? The findings showed that check-in delays, late housekeeping, and unresolved complaints were key impacts. Low staffing caused these problems and worsened them by the absence of support tools or extra workers (Team, 2023).
The second question asked: How do staff shortages influence guest satisfaction in mid-market hotels? The evidence shows that satisfaction drops sharply when guests experience long waits or poor follow-up. Negative reviews focused more on time delays and broken promises than on rude staff. This means that effort alone is not enough—guests want results.
The third question asked: What strategies have been used in hospitality to manage understaffing and protect service quality? The project reviewed multiple studies and reports showing the practical use of cross-training and technology. The hotel studied had not yet adopted many of these tools (Donate et al., 2022). Their absence may explain the frequency of delays and missed tasks.
The final question asked: How can these strategies apply to Best Western York House Hotel? This report recommends several steps, including cross-training, better task tracking, and adopting mobile guest tools. These actions are realistic for a mid-sized hotel with seasonal demand and an existing franchise system.
The study’s objectives were also met: It analysed reviews, reviewed the literature, and compared both to the real hotel setting. Every recommendation made connects guest feedback to operational theory.
[bookmark: _Toc200174951]4.2.5 Limitations of the Research
This study used only secondary data, mostly guest reviews and academic or industry sources. Due to ethical and practical limits, no interviews or surveys were conducted with hotel staff. This means the study does not include the staff perspective on shortages or service failures (Martins, Cunha, and Serra, 2018).
Another limitation is the subjectivity of guest reviews. Some reviews may reflect mood or isolated incidents rather than ongoing issues. Only reviews with specific details and repeated terms were used to reduce bias. Even with this filter, some data may overstate or underestimate real conditions.
The study also focused on one location, which limits the findings' applicability. However, the hotel is part of a large brand, and the service issues reflect broader trends in UK hospitality.
Lastly, the study did not measure the impact of digital tools directly since guest reviews lacked information on system use. A future study could explore whether using check-in apps, QR menus, or chatbots changes guest feedback.
Despite these limitations, the research offers valid, specific, and practical insights into staffing and service quality.


[bookmark: _Toc200174952]5. Conclusion and Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc200174953]5.1 Conclusion
[bookmark: _Toc200174954]5.1.1 Summary of Research Aim and Objectives
The main aim of this research was to explore how staff shortages affect service quality in hotels. The chosen case was Best Western York House Hotel in Eastbourne, where a placement experience supported data collection. This aim was addressed through four objectives that shaped the entire investigation and findings chapter.
The first objective was to explore the operational consequences of staff shortages using literature and guest review analysis. This objective was fully met, as academic and guest feedback sources identified apparent service failures. The second objective was to analyse genuine guest reviews for evidence of poor service linked to low staffing. Reviews across TripAdvisor, Booking.com, and Google confirmed frequent reception, housekeeping, and restaurant service issues.
The third objective focused on exploring industry strategies to respond to labour shortages. Sources like Deloitte (2023) and UKHospitality (2024) offered relevant examples such as cross-training and mobile self-check-in. These practices were critically compared to what was happening in the case hotel. The fourth objective aimed to recommend steps for the hotel to maintain quality even during staffing gaps. These will be presented in detail in the following recommendations chapter.
All research objectives were achieved through structured data collection, critical analysis, and close comparison with existing models. This ensures that the project remains valid, purposeful, and academically useful.
[bookmark: _Toc200174955]5.1.2 Key Findings and Overall Interpretation
The research found that staffing shortages reduced both the hotel's speed and quality of service. Four clear themes emerged across guest reviews: poor communication, long check-in delays, unresolved complaints, and inconsistent service. These issues occurred during peak hours, seasonal weekends, and even off-peak periods.
Front desk delays were the most mentioned problem, usually between 2 p.m. and 4 p.m. One receptionist handled several guests alone, leading to 20–45-minutes wait times. This affected the Responsiveness and Reliability dimensions in the SERVQUAL model. Housekeeping was also understaffed, with some rooms unready even hours after arrival. Guests expressed frustration in reviews and expected better timing and cleanliness.
Staff friendliness was present but weakened by stress, multitasking, and limited time. Staff attitudes were praised in several reviews, yet people pointed out that the discussions and instructions were too brief. One customer posted, "He was friendly but did not let us know where we could find breakfast." It became apparent that there were issues with Assurance and Empathy as the number of customers increased.
Another difficulty involved ongoing guest complaints. Visitors said that their lamps were broken, they had no towels, and their food was cold, but still, no action was taken. Based on these reviews, people began politely but neglecting to act often damaged both the feeling of trust and people's experiences. In this situation, the main factor that suffered most was SERVQUAL's responsiveness.
Inconsistent care received on different days or in different departments was another main finding. Some guests reported great times, while other guests experienced bad stays at the same time. Because standards are not set clearly and staff are not rotated well, this leads to inconsistency. According to the SERVQUAL model, a product needs to be stable in its delivery over time to provide reliability. The hotel did not achieve this expectation.
These findings confirmed that staffing issues do not just cause delays—they damage guest confidence in the hotel. Poor reviews often included phrases like "would not return" or "disappointed again." Repeat problems eroded brand value, especially on public review platforms. The study confirmed that guest feedback is not only emotional—it is data that reflects operational performance.
The hotel’s failure to use digital tools may have worsened these outcomes. Tools like self-check-in, QR menus, or chatbot support were not mentioned in any reviews. Deloitte (2023) showed that these tools reduce delays and improve guest autonomy. The absence of such systems at York House Hotel created more pressure on the limited staff.

[bookmark: _Toc199862371]Figure 2 Guest Satisfaction vs. Staffing-Related Complaints (Monthly Trend)
Source: (Self-Made)
[bookmark: _Toc200174956]5.1.3 Contribution to Academic and Practical Knowledge
This research contributes to theory and hotel practice in a focused and meaningful way. From an academic view, the project applied the SERVQUAL model to a real, single-hotel case study. Most studies apply SERVQUAL using surveys or broad national samples. This study used guest reviews as a rich, secondary dataset instead. That shows the model's strength in practical, operational contexts.
The analysis revealed how each SERVQUAL dimension is affected by low staff availability and task overload. For example, Tangibles failed due to missed room cleaning. Assurance failed when polite staff could not keep promises. Empathy faded when staff had no time to listen or explain services clearly. This mapping helps academics better understand where staff numbers connect with guest perceptions.
From a practical perspective, the study highlights the risks that small staffing gaps can create in mid-market hotels. These risks include poor first impressions, inconsistent room standards, and low complaint resolution. Hotel managers may underestimate the impact of one missing housekeeper or receptionist. However, the findings show that one delay leads to multiple complaints, lower scores, and bad word-of-mouth.
The project also demonstrated how guest reviews serve as performance data. Hotels can use content analysis tools to track themes in reviews. This allows real-time detection of service breakdowns, especially when staffing levels change weekly.
The study also proved that technology adoption is not only for luxury hotels. Mid-market properties like Best Western can also benefit from mobile check-in, staff messaging tools, and basic chatbots. These tools improve speed and reduce guest dependency on overwhelmed frontline staff.
This project helps general managers make staffing decisions that protect service quality by showing where failures occur and which dimensions suffer the most. It also supports better workforce planning and resource prioritisation during peak seasons or hiring shortages.
[bookmark: _Toc200174957]5.1.4 Revisiting the Importance of Service Quality During Staffing Pressure
Service quality is the backbone of guest satisfaction, loyalty, and reputation in hospitality. When staffing is weak, this backbone breaks quickly and visibly. This project confirmed that guests notice speed, attentiveness, and follow-up.
Staff friendliness cannot replace proper staffing levels. The research showed that even kind and helpful employees could not meet guests' needs if left unsupported. Many guests wrote reviews stating that staff "tried their best" but still delivered poor results.
The hotel must prioritise clear communication, backup roles, and tech support tools during high-stress periods. Investing in quality does not always mean hiring more—it can also mean using more intelligent systems. Managers must view staffing as part of a wider service design strategy.
This project confirms that high occupancy or short staffing cannot excuse poor service. Every guest expects quality, and failing to deliver it affects bookings and online scores. Service quality is not optional—it is the only way to survive market competition during labour shortages.
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5.2 Recommendations and Practical Strategies
[bookmark: _Toc200174959]5.2.1 Short-Term Recommendations
The most urgent issue was long check-in queues between 2:00 p.m. and 4:00 p.m. The hotel must always schedule two receptionists during this busy time window. This will reduce waiting time and guest complaints about front desk delays. One staff member cannot greet, explain, and check in several guests alone. Findings show guests felt ignored or confused without clear welcome information. Staff rushed to finish tasks and forgot basic service steps. A second team member would allow slower, better guest communication.
The hotel should clearly explain any delays at the time of booking or arrival. Most complaints came from guests who were not told about room or service delays. A small sign at reception or a mobile message could help reduce confusion. Guests need to know if rooms are not ready or services are limited. Honesty during check-in will improve trust and reduce complaints. Findings showed the problem was not only the delay but the surprise of the delay.
A complaint logbook must be kept at reception and checked every shift. Many guests said their problems were not followed up on or resolved. Each issue must be written, assigned, and reviewed before staff leave for the day. This will increase the chances that towels or repairs are delivered without delay. The findings showed that poor follow-up was a significant reason for guest frustration. Simple tracking will help manage small requests with fewer staff.
The hotel should also display short, expected wait times at reception. A small whiteboard or screen can show how long guests might wait. This gives guests more control and helps reduce stress while waiting. Findings showed that long queues were not just slow—they were silent and unclear. Guests must feel informed even during delays.
Finally, staff should follow a task priority list during high-pressure times. Receptionists must know what to do first when many guests arrive together. Delivering room keys or towels should come before less urgent tasks. This will help staff stay calm and focused. The findings showed that multitasking caused mistakes and missed guest needs.
[bookmark: _Toc200174960]5.2.2 Long-Term Recommendations
The hotel must train staff in service recovery and peak-time management. The findings showed that staff tried hard but lacked the right recovery skills. Training must include how to stay calm, apologise, and fix problems under pressure. Workers need to know how to turn bad moments into better guest memories. This builds guest trust and improves service ratings even with fewer staff.
Investment in digital tools is essential for long-term improvement. Guests did not mention using mobile check-in or digital help desks. This means those tools were missing or not working. Tools like check-in apps, digital keys, and request tracking can reduce front desk pressure. The findings showed that long queues were caused by basic tasks taking too long. Tech can take over those tasks and give staff more time for genuine guest care.
The hotel must also change how it hires and manages extra staff during busy times. A flexible team system should include weekend staff, seasonal contracts, and local students. Eastbourne’s tourism peaks are predictable. So, staffing plans must match guest demand without wasting resources. The findings showed that most service failures happened during known peak hours. Planning should fix these patterns, not repeat them.
The hotel must reward staff who stay longer or perform well under pressure. Findings showed that overwork and a lack of backup caused staff stress and mistakes. Giving small bonuses, flexible shifts, or free meals can improve team stability. A stable team gives more consistent service, which builds reliability and brand trust. High turnover creates too much service variation and weakens staff confidence.
The final long-term step is to check online reviews every month and score complaints. Words like “slow,” “dirty,” or “unhelpful” must be flagged and tracked by the department. Managers can use these trends to adjust shifts, training, or tools. Findings confirmed that reviews show real service issues in real-time. Using them for operations will help fix problems before they grow.
[bookmark: _Toc200174961]5.2.3 Wider Industry Implications
The findings and strategies in this research apply beyond just one location or property. Many mid-market hotels in tourist-heavy towns like Eastbourne face similar staffing and service problems. Hotels with 50–80 rooms and lean teams will benefit most from these targeted staffing strategies.
Properties that rely on seasonal demand must build flexible models using part-time support, tech tools, and strong guest communication (Rane, Achari and Choudhary, 2023). Review management should also shift from marketing control to operational diagnostics. Managers must review complaints by department to track underperformance and act before brand reputation suffers.
Franchise hotels like Best Westerns can create shared resource banks, including training videos, task-tracking tools, and flexible staffing networks. Hotels that adopt these systems early will reduce service breakdowns and guest loss, especially during labour shortages.
Smaller independent hotels should prioritise low-cost solutions like checklists, signage, and digital menus before moving to larger systems. These fundamental changes can immediately reduce staff burden and support better guest flow control.
Wider adoption of cross-training, shared shift leaders, and mobile guest apps will help similar hotels stay competitive. This approach maintains guest satisfaction during hiring challenges and builds team confidence in daily tasks.
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Guest Satisfaction vs. Staffing-Related Complaints (Monthly Trend)

Guest Satisfaction (Stars)	
January	February	March	April	May	June	4.2	4.0999999999999996	3.9	3.7	3.6	3.5	Staffing-Related Complaints	
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Top 5 Complaint Types from Guest Reviews

Long wait at check-in	
Frequency	10	Room not ready on arrival	
Frequency	7	Missed housekeeping	
Frequency	6	Unresolved complaints	
Frequency	5	Poor communication	
Frequency	4	



