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Abstract:
This research aims to investigate the persistent issues of staff shortages in the UK’s hospitality sector, using Holiday Inn Sunderland as a case study. Staff shortage, a widespread issue that has intensified in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic. In the industry, some argue that hospitality’s reputation for long hours and low pay is a key factor deterring applicants and driving workers away (Race,2021). As a newly opened hotel in (2022), Holiday Inn Sunderland part of the internationally known InterContinental Hotel Group (IHG), serves as an ideal case study to critically examine the impact and implications of staff shortages within a real-world hospitality setting. Offering an illustrative example of how regional hotels face distinct challenges in workforce recruitment, retention and operational stability. 
Particularly in the years after the pandemic, staff shortages in the hospitality sector have become a serious and ongoing problem. Using secondary data analysis, the research aims to identify the root causes of these staffing issues, asses their impact on hotel operations and service quality, and provide practical recommendations to improve the hotel’s human resources practices. High employee turnover and recruitment difficulties have long plagued the hospitality sector, but several current problems have made the problem worse. The biggest effect on staffing in the hospitality business was caused by COVID-19, which revealed the industry's weaknesses and led many employees to seek more secure employment elsewhere. Travel restrictions and Brexit made the shortage even worse (Sixtillsix, 2025). Low pay, erratic schedules, and heavy workloads are cited in numerous studies as deterrents to entering or staying in the hospitality industry. New entrants are discouraged by the industry's reputation for being difficult and providing little opportunity for career advancement (Baquero, 2023). 
Staff shortages have an operational impact as it leads to slower service, increased complaints, and negative online reviews, damaging the company’s reputation. Overworked employees face low morale and high turnover, while some businesses reduce operating hours to maintain service quality, further impacting profits. Retention is difficult as staff juggle multiple roles and train new hires (Anthony Jones, 2021). 
According to the report, IHG, and consequently Holiday Inn Sunderland, use several strategic efforts to improve employee retention, with a particular emphasis on career advancement, acknowledgement, and worker welfare. Internal mobility and skill development are supported by initiatives such as the IHG Academy and leadership development programs. Global and local initiatives, such as Celebrate Service Week, which was established to express gratitude to all IHG coworkers, are used to boost employee recognition (IHG, 2020).
Drawing on hospitality management theory and best practical literature, the study offers practical, evidence-based recommendations. These include enhancing employee retention and engagement, improving work conditions and employee well-being, leveraging technology and automation, strategic workforce planning and recruitment and offering car parking facilities. 
This research concludes that without a strategic, holistic approach covering proactive planning, targeted recruitment, employee development, and strong employer branding hotels like Holiday Inn Sunderland will continue to struggle with staffing shortages that impact operations and guest satisfaction. Addressing these challenges improves service efficiency, guest experiences, and review scores, while also boosting staff morale, reducing burnout, and lowering turnover (Informa Markets, 2023).
The findings provide valuable insights not only for Holiday Inn Sunderland but also for other newly established regional hotels operating in similar labour-constrained environments. Limitations include the absence of primary data; however, the triangulation of secondary sources offers a credible and informative account of the issue. Further research involving interviews or staff surveys would strengthen understanding and aid in the evaluation of intervention effectiveness.
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Chapter 1: Introduction:
1.1 Background and context:
The hospitality industry is one of the most dynamic and labour-intensive sectors globally, yet it is increasingly confronted with severe workforce-related challenges. Among the most pressing of these challenges is staff shortage, a widespread issue that has intensified in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic. In the industry, some argue that hospitality’s reputation for long hours and low pay is a key factor deterring applicants and driving workers away (Race,2021). Since 2019, about 197,000 foreign workers have left the UK hospitality sector, which traditionally relied on international staff for over 40% of its workforce. The industry, employing 7% of the UK workforce, now faces the highest vacancy rate at 7.9%, driven by Brexit and the pandemic (Barnes, 2022). As hotels strive to recover and sustain service standards, a lack of qualified and available staff continues to impair operational efficiency, guest satisfaction, and financial performance (Roelen-Blasberg, 2025). The Holiday Inn Sunderland, part of the internationally known InterContinental Hotel Group (IHG), serves as an ideal case study to critically examine the impact and implications of staff shortages within a real-world hospitality setting.
An IHG, 4-star hotel, located in the heart of Sunderland’s city centre, Keel Square, UK, the Holiday Inn Sunderland, is a modern, business friendly hotel that opened in 2022, just a three-minute walk from Sunderland Central Station and close to key attractions like the Bridges Shopping Centre, Sunderland University, and the Stadium of Light. The hotel features 120 stylish, air-conditioned rooms, an open lobby with all-day dining, 24-hour Starbucks service, and convenient access to nearby public parking (IHG, 2025). IHG, or InterContinental Hotels Group, is a global hospitality company that operates, manages, and franchises over 5,400 hotels and resorts worldwide (Jobzmall, 2025).
1.2 Research Aim and Objectives:
Research Aim: 
This research aims to identify the causes and impacts of staff shortages at the Holiday Inn Sunderland, with the goal of proposing actionable solutions to mitigate these challenges. 

Research Objectives: 
1. Identify the key factors contributing to staff shortages at the Holiday Inn Sunderland. 
2. Evaluate the effects of staff shortages on guest satisfaction and employee workload.
3. Recommend strategies to improve staff retention and recruitment. 
1.3 Rationale for the study: 
Strict immigration laws that restrict access to foreign talent and the Covid-19 epidemic, which caused employee choices to move towards more stable and predictable industries, are some reasons contributing to the workforce scarcity in the hospitality industry. Additionally, workers are seeking positions in areas that offer better work-life balance, predictable schedules, and higher stability due to shifting work preferences, global talent movement, and worries about job security (Hospitality Business Review, 2025). Understanding the causes and consequences of staff shortage in the hospitality sector is critical for improving employee management strategies, enhance service quality, and sustaining business growth. Staff shortages visibly impact operations affecting guest satisfaction and placing additional strain and frustration on existing staff (Torres, 2024). Addressing staff shortages is crucial for the Holiday Inn Sunderland to maintain service standards, reducing employee burnout, ensuring a positive work environment for all and long-term success for the hotel. Given its relatively recent establishment and regional focus, this hotel offers a unique lens through to which to examine staffing issues, furthermore, the placement experience within this hotel provided first-hand experience to the operational stress caused by understaffing, making it a relevant and insightful subject of study. 

Chapter 2: Literature Review: 
Staff shortages in the hospitality industry have emerged as a persistent and critical challenge, particularly in the post-pandemic era. This literature review examines the underlying causes, consequences, and coping strategies related to staff shortages in the hotel sector using secondary data. Drawing from academic journals, government reports, and industry publications, this chapter will contextualise the issue with a focus on medium-sized hotels in regional UK locations, such as the Holiday Inn Sunderland. This will be structured around key themes: the causes of staff shortages, impacts on operations and service delivery, employee retention and recruitment challenges and emerging solutions in hospitality. Between July and September 2024, the Office for National Statistics (ONS) projects that the hospitality sector had roughly 121,000 openings. The hospitality sector experiences the highest turnover of any industry, averaging 52% (Moore, 2024).
2.1: Causes of staff shortages in the hospitality sector: 
The hospitality industry has long experienced high staff turnover and recruitment challenges, but several recent issues have exacerbated this issue. COVID-19 had the most significant impact on staffing in the hospitality industry, exposing its vulnerabilities and prompting many workers to leave the sector for more stable careers. Brexit and travel restrictions further deepened the shortage, with the Economic Statistics Centre of Excellence reporting that 1.3 million foreign-born residents left the UK between late 2019 and 2020—many of whom have not returned due to ongoing travel challenges and new work permit laws (Sixtillsix, 2025). IHG, like many hospitality companies, is facing staffing shortages due to a combination of factors, including the pandemic, Brexit, and low unemployment in some regions. The pandemic led many hotel workers to switch careers after widespread furloughs, while Brexit restricted access to "low-skilled" EU labour, and the post-COVID tourism rebound has intensified competition for talent (Hunt, 2022). The opening general manager of the Holiday Inn Sunderland Rob Dixon described the period since March 2020 as incredibly challenging for hospitality, from managing health and safety and financial strain during lockdowns to navigate post-pandemic demand surges. Labour shortages and supply chain issues required using every available resource to ensure teams could continue delivering exceptional service (Northern Insight, 2022). Numerous studies point to low wages, irregular hours, and high workload as disincentives for joining or remaining in hospitality roles. The industry’s reputation for being stressful and offering limited career progression deters new entrants (Baquero, 2023). Low wages,15–20% below the average and demanding conditions like long hours, weekend shifts, and a 46-hour workweek further deter potential workers (Nevron, 2025). This is particularly relevant to regional hotels where the talent pool is more limited. The hospitality sector faces a significant skills gap, with 21% of businesses reporting under-skilled staff, 6% above the UK average, largely due to high turnover and reliance on transient workers. Key gaps are in customer service, especially in hotels, with many staff either new to their roles or lacking full training, impacting essential skills like communication, organisation, teamwork, and food preparation (Brigad, 2024). 
2.2: Impacts of staff shortages:
Impacts of staff shortages in the hospitality industry leads to reduced service quality, longer wait times, and overworked employees, all of which negatively affect guest satisfaction and hotel reputation. A recent Axonify survey reveals that, amid ongoing staff shortages and employee burnout, 53% of UK hospitality managers believe their business and workforce are being negatively affected. Overstretched staff face high stress, low morale, and burnout, often resulting in mistakes, conflict, and high turnover (HR news, 2024). According to Epos Now, understaffing can strain existing employees, leads to compromised service standards longer waiting times and guest dissatisfaction, eventually leading to negative reviews (Epos now, 2024). As a result, hotels may shorten operating seasons and suffer financially due to poor reviews, lost loyalty, and decreased revenue, creating a cycle of declining performance and increasing difficulty in attracting qualified staff (Nevron, 2025). This also impacts operational efficiency, hotels facing chronic understaffing often need to reduce service offerings or outsource certain functions (StaffConnect, 2024). In hotels like the Holiday Inn Sunderland understaffing during peak periods, such as football match days or catering for leisure group diners can result in negative online reviews, affecting brand reputation and loss of revenue. As the researcher witnessed there were a lot of frustrated guests waiting on their food and service for long periods of time due to the hotel being short-staffed. This can be confirmed by guest reviews on Tripadvisor and Booking.com confirming the impacts of staff shortage in the Holiday Inn Sunderland (Booking.com, 2025) and (TripAdvisor, 2025), refer to (Appendix:1).
2.3: Recruitment and Retention Challenges: 
Hospitality roles often suffer from a negative perception, making the industry less attractive for long-term careers and contributing to recruitment challenges. This perception is highly influenced by factors such as low wages, irregular working hours including evenings, weekends, and holidays and the prevalence of temporary or zero-hour contracts (Resources, 2025). According to data, the average length of time hospitality professionals spend with a company is 12 months. A high worker turnover has several negative repercussions for a hospitality organisation. It is costly to constantly discover, hire, and train new employees. In fact, according to Big Hospitality, a lack of employee retention costs the hospitality industry £275 million annually. This does not account for the number of lost hours that owners and managers would spend training employees just to have them quit shortly thereafter. Burnout is common in the hospitality industry and a major cause of low staff retention. The WHO defines it as a syndrome resulting from unmanaged chronic workplace stress (Blyth, 2021). To manage staff retention hotels can take a multifaceted approach that includes competitive wages and benefits, creating a happy work atmosphere, giving career development opportunities, and implementing effective recognition and incentive programs. In addition, maintain clear communication, empower the staff, and streamline procedures to create a friendly and engaging environment (Grenside, 2025). Marriott focuses on employee retention by promoting well-being, offering flexible schedules, supporting career development, and creating a positive workplace culture through training and recognition (Pittman, 2024). Holiday Inn Sunderland could adopt a similar approach by investing in staff development programs and flexible work options to boost morale and long-term commitment. A 2023 study by the University of Pittsburgh reveals that flexible work reduces depression rates. Flexible work arrangements have been related to less mental health problems. Flexibility at work correlates with increased autonomy and job satisfaction (Sills, 2024). As a hotelier, leadership style sets the tone for the workplace. Promoting a good work-life balance among team members will result in a more supportive and productive workplace (Hoteliers Global, 2025). 
2.4: Strategic approaches to addressing staff shortage: 
To address staff shortages challenges in the industry, hospitality businesses can strengthen domestic recruitment through targeted campaigns and partnerships with hospitality-focused educational institutions, while also enhancing employee retention with better pay, career growth, and working conditions. Additionally, they should continue attracting international talent by offering competitive packages that meet new visa requirements and work with industry bodies and government agencies to advocate for more flexible immigration policies (Moore, 2024). 
2.5: Literature gaps and relevance to current study:
The literature on staff shortages in the hotel business highlights various gaps, particularly in comprehending non-hospitality workers' views and the impact of specific factors such as immigration rules. Current research aims to fill these gaps by emphasising varied views and investigating techniques for attracting and retaining employees in the face of changing circumstances (Moore, 2024). 
There is a clear void in hospitality literature about the perceptions of people who have never worked in the business, which is critical for attracting new talent. Research also frequently overlooks unique circumstances, such as rural areas or the effects of legislation such as Brexit and COVID-19. Furthermore, further research is required to analyse the influence of recent immigration laws, the role of technology in addressing workforce challenges, and the specific nature of the industry’s skills deficit (Cloke, 2025).
However, current studies are beginning to address these gaps by exploring non-traditional worker perceptions, contextual challenges, and the potential of technology to enhance operations. They also focus on identifying key skills shortages and developing targeted training programmes, aiming to convert academic insights into actionable strategies for recruitment, retention, and operational improvement (McGinley, Hanks, Line, 2017).

Chapter 3: Methods: 
This research project explores staffing shortages at the Holiday Inn Sunderland through a structured secondary data methodology. Given the practical constraints of a student-led Placement Research Project such as limited time, budget, and access to stakeholders, secondary research was the most appropriate approach. Secondary research involves collecting and analysing existing data from credible and publicly available sources (Wickham, 2019). This method is especially suitable for studying operational challenges in the hospitality industry, where data from academic literature, industry reports, and corporate documents can offer valuable insight into staffing issues without the need for direct engagement with the hotels personnel (Hiller, 2021).
A case study design was employed, focusing specifically on the Holiday Inn Sunderland as the central unit of analysis. While primary data collection (e.g. interviews or surveys with hotel staff and management) was not feasible, a wide array of high-quality secondary data sources was used to provide context and depth. These included academic articles, labour statistics, company documents, and employee review platforms. Secondary research has several advantages, including access to a wide range of peer-reviewed literature and industry-specific data, there are minimal ethical risks because the data has already been published with appropriate consent, and being both time-efficient and cost-effective, making it ideal for research projects with limited resources (Infomineo, 2024).
To build a comprehensive understanding of staff shortages in the hospitality sector, the research drew on various academic and industry databases, including Sciencedirect, Emerald Insight, and Google scholar. These platforms provided access to literature on employee retention, labour shortages, and human resource management. The academic sources were complemented by current industry reports from organisations such as UKHospitality, the Office for National Statistics (ONS). These documents helped contextualise broader employment trends in the UK’s hospitality sector, offering both national and regional perspectives relevant to Sunderland.
Specific data related to InterContinental Hotels Group (IHG) the parent company of Holiday Inn and the Holiday Inn Sunderland was also gathered. This included statements, job advertisements, and employee feedback on platforms like Glassdoor, Indeed, and LinkedIn. These sources provided company-level insight into staffing practices, organisational culture, and employer branding. Local news outlets and tourism board reports were also consulted to understand regional dynamics affecting the Sunderland hotel market.
In addition, a netnographic approach was applied, netnography is a qualitative research approach that uses classic ethnographic methodologies to investigate online communities and cultures. It entails monitoring and analysing online interactions, conversations, and behaviours to comprehend the cultural nuances and practices of digital communities (Dovetail, 2023). This was done by examining online forums, guest review websites (e.g., TripAdvisor), and employee review portals. This allowed for the collection of qualitative data reflecting public and employee perceptions of the hotel. For example, service complaints or staff-related comments in guest reviews were analysed as potential indicators of understaffing. Similarly, employee reviews offered insight into working conditions, job satisfaction, and potential causes of turnover within the broader IHG network.
Thematic analysis was employed to interpret the collected data. Key themes such as recruitment challenges, employee burnout, service quality issues, and retention strategies were identified and categorised. These themes were aligned with the research objectives to ensure relevance and coherence. Thematic coding enabled the comparison of patterns across diverse data types, supporting a form of triangulation that enhances the credibility of the findings (Oberoi, 2024). Although secondary research inherently limits access to original, first-hand insights from the hotel, the combination of multiple high-quality sources helped build a robust and well-rounded understanding of the staffing issues. 
Ethically, secondary research involves minimal risk (Schmit et al, 2024), but best practices were still observed. All data sources were accurately cited using the Harvard Referencing System, and care was taken not to misrepresent or take information out of context. Limitations of this approach, such as the absence of direct input from hotel staff and the potential biases in online reviews or media coverage, were acknowledged and addressed through careful cross-referencing and critical analysis.
In summary, this methodology chapter justifies the use of secondary research to investigate staffing shortages at the Holiday Inn Sunderland. Despite the absence of primary data, the comprehensive and systematic use of academic, industry, corporate, and netnographic sources provides a credible foundation for understanding the issue.

Chapter 4: Findings and Discussions:
4.1 Findings:
This section presents the key themes identified through secondary research on staff shortages at Holiday Inn Sunderland and within the wider hospitality industry. The findings are grouped under four core thematic areas relevant to the research objectives: causes of staff shortages, operational impact, strategies to address staff shortages at Holiday Inn Sunderland, and comparative insights from the wider industry. 
4.1.2: Key factors contributing to staff shortages at the Holiday Inn Sunderland:
Post-pandemic and Brexit as mentioned earlier play a huge role in staff shortages in the hotel and hospitality industry. The UK hospitality workforce has dropped dramatically since COVID-19. According to the Office for National Statistics (2023), approximately 200,000 workers departed the hospitality industry between 2020 and 2022, with many not returning (Harver, 2025). These losses had an impact on newly opened properties like the Holiday Inn Sunderland, as they lacked a pre-existing staff base to rebuild from. The opening general manager Rob Dixon of the Holiday Inn Sunderland mentioned the challenges of the hospitality industry when interviewed said, since March 2020, everyone involved in hospitality, from venues to suppliers, has faced several challenges. Navigating the obstacles that COVID-19 offered, both in terms of managing the health and safety of guests and colleagues and the financial pressures of keeping a business afloat and sustainable during lockdown. Shortages in the supply chain, along with labour market issues, necessitated employing every tool required to ensure that the team could deliver on the purpose of always exceeding the expectations of guests. Additionally, Rob Dixon noted that the focus remains on training, because there is a young workforce, some of whom are new to the hospitality industry and others experienced but unfamiliar to the brand (Northern Insight, 2022). Due to staff shortages, hotels across the UK have been forced to delay guest check-ins and limit bed linen changes. The Intercontinental Hotel Group, the owners of the Holiday Inn and Crowne Plaza hotels, has experienced linen and towel outsourcing concerns as laundry services struggle to meet tight turnaround times due to labour shortages (Sinclair, 2021). Brexit has had a severe impact on the North East's hospitality business, limiting the available personnel due to the termination of free movement for EU citizens. This has resulted in labour shortages, increased corporate expenses, and possibly negative impacts on service quality and operational efficiency (Green, 2023). These declines have an impact on regional areas such Sunderland. The researcher identified the shortage of migrant workers whilst on placement. 
Job postings for opportunities at the Holiday Inn Sunderland on sites such as Indeed and Glassdoor have shown various recurring difficulties that lead to low job attractiveness. These include long shifts, uncertain rotas, poor starting salaries (only marginally higher than the minimum wage), and little prospects for advancement. A review posted on Indeed from a former employee at the Holiday Inn Sunderland said “I worked very hard for a long time and never received half of the benefits promised after probation period. They cut your hours from 40 to 10 when they feel like it, you get a weekly rota the day before the week starts horrendous if you have children too. Management is bad they don't look after staff and the staff turnover is huge, they have mostly children running the bar and restaurant” (Indeed, 2024). These difficulties are not unique to this place but rather represent broader challenges in the hotel industry. There are furthermore alike reviews posted relating to many of the Holiday Inns across the UK (Glassdoor, 2025). Inadequate salary, limited career advancement, poor management, and a lack of engagement or alignment with the organisational culture are all contributing factors to voluntary turnover (Iienstitu, 2023). According to a nationwide survey commissioned by Umbrella Training, young people do not see the hospitality business as an appealing career option because they believe it does not pay well. According to the report, only one in every ten young people are willing to pursue a career in the hospitality industry, with 31% refusing to do so because they believe it is underpaid (Sheehan, 2022).
4.1.3: Effects of staff shortages on guest satisfaction and employee workload:
Staff shortages are significantly affecting hospitality businesses, leading to reduced operating hours, lost revenue, and increased pressure on remaining staff. With high post-COVID customer demand, limited staffing has caused slower service and a rise in complaints, often resulting in reputational damage through negative reviews. To avoid poor service, some businesses choose to cut hours, but these further impacts earnings. Existing staff are stretched thin, frequently covering multiple roles and training new hires, which leads to burnout and makes staff retention increasingly difficult (Anthony Jones, 2021). Similarly operational challenges due to staff shortages at the Holiday inn Sunderland also result in a decline in guest satisfaction, increased workload for existing staff. An analysis of guest reviews on TripAdvisor, Booking.com and Google Reviews show a reoccurring issue of poor service quality at Holiday Inn Sunderland resulting from staff shortages. Repeated issues such as delays during check-in, which disturbs the initial guest experience, and poor restaurant service, which is mostly due to insufficient staffing numbers. Furthermore, guests commonly report reduced bar and restaurant service hours during peak occupancy periods, restricting dining alternatives and contributing to negative views of service quality (Booking.com, 2025). Guest reviews highlighted a mix of experiences, with some expressing clear dissatisfaction, largely due to insufficient staffing. One guest described the food as “absolutely horrible”, they also mentioned waiting over an hour to be served during their stay, labelling it an awful experience and vowing not to return. Another review praised the hotel’s location in Sunderland and the friendliness of staff, noting the rooms were comfortable. However, even this more positive review acknowledged a need for more staff, suggesting that understaffing may have contributed to the negative experiences of other guests (TripAdvisor, 2025). For further guest reviews, refer to (Appendix:1). Employee testimonials on Glassdoor for Holiday Inns across the UK show that staff members are frequently required to cover multiple roles at the same time, front desk agents, for example, are tasked with assisting food & beverage during peak demand times, resulting in increased workload, stress, and burnout (Indeed, 2024). This overextension of duties has clearly had an impact on employee morale and retention, notably in the reception and food and beverage departments. During the researcher's placement at the Holiday Inn Sunderland, it was observed that reception staff often had to assist the food & beverage team during peak times, such as breakfast. This overextension of duties led to increased workload and stress, as staff members had to balance multiple responsibilities simultaneously. Secondary statistics from job listing platforms such as Indeed and LinkedIn back up this claim, demonstrating a high turnover rate and difficulty in retaining experienced employees. This combination of operational strain and staff instability jeopardises the hotel's capacity to provide consistent service and retain a competitive market position.
Local competition can significantly impact businesses like Holiday Inn Sunderland, leading to challenges in attracting staff. Competitors who offer more enticing employment packages, such as higher wages or superior benefits, can lure away valuable staff (Macmillan Davies, 2024). Holiday Inn has many competitors alongside offering benefits to their staff such as Hilton only 1.3 miles distance from the Holiday Inn Sunderland, Hilton has many employee benefits, Hilton's employees receive a comprehensive benefits package that includes travel savings, health and wellness initiatives, financial planning assistance, and family support. Employees can receive reduced hotel stays through the "Go Hilton" program, along with benefits including health insurance, dentistry and vision care, and an employee support program (Hilton, 2019). According to data from indeed the wages are slightly higher than that offered by Holiday Inn properties. As one of the world's top hotel corporations, InterContinental Hotels Group (IHG) provides a variety of employee incentives and perks to its employees. Among the most popular of them is the IHG employee rate, which offers up to 75% off hotel room prices at IHG properties worldwide (White, 2024). Holiday inn’s employees receive several advantages, including employee discounts on hotel rooms and food & beverage, access to free or discounted gym and spa facilities, and opportunities for career advancement (IHG, 2025). 
Another issue identified by the researcher was that there was no on-site parking at the Holiday Inn Sunderland. Lack of onsite parking can put them at a disadvantage. It could make it harder to attract employees who rely on parking might choose to work elsewhere. Employee retention might suffer due to a lack of on-site parking, which can cause commute-related stress, lost productivity, and safety issues, ultimately leaving employees dissatisfied and more inclined to seek alternative jobs (Joes Auto Parks, 2025). The researcher found that many of the employees, despite having a car were using public transport to get into work as there was no on-site parking as employees perceived that the nearby car parks as prohibitively expensive. St. Mary’s car park only a couple of minutes’ walks from the hotel with tariffs at £1.60 per hour (Sunderland City Council, 2025). Poor parking management is a significant issue contributing to employee discontent at work and reputational damage to the organisation (Parkalot, 2020).
4.1.4: Strategies to improve staff retention and recruitment:
The study found that IHG, and by extension Holiday Inn Sunderland employs a range of strategic initiatives to enhance staff retention, focusing on career development, recognition, and employee well-being. Programs like the IHG Academy and leadership developments initiatives support internal mobility and skills growth. Employee recognition is promoted through global and local programs, including Celebrate Service Week created to say ‘thank you’ to all IHG colleagues (IHG, 2020). IHG fosters an inclusive culture through diversity initiatives and employee resource groups. Competitive compensation and wellness benefits, and travel perks contribute to job satisfaction (Hospitalitynet, 2023). The ‘Room to Belong’ philosophy and open communication further strengthen engagement. Together these strategies create a supportive work environment (IHG, 2024). During the researcher’s placement, it was observed that staff received monthly incentives through Employee of the Month award, administered by the management team to recognise and reward their hard work and efforts (Linkedin, 2025). In response to a shortage of trained and experienced workers, forward-thinking hoteliers are increasingly looking to educational institutions as a strategic solution to hotel employment issues.  Hotels may help to produce a competent workforce by forming relationships with schools and training programs, while also addressing the immediate issues posed by the shortage. Such alliances provide up pathways for aspiring individuals to enter the hospitality business, assuring a steady supply of trained personnel (Informa Markets, 2023). 

4.2 Discussion:
The purpose of this study was to investigate the underlying reasons and consequences of staff shortages at the Holiday Inn Sunderland, with a broader focus on patterns in the UK hospitality business. This discussion critically examines the findings in light of relevant literature, addressing the core research objectives of investigating the key factors contributing to staffing shortages, understanding the operational impact of such shortages, and evaluating existing management strategies while identifying implications and potential areas for improvement. By combining secondary research with on-site placement observations, this section provides a critical interpretation of the data while considering broader structural, organisational, and human resource perspectives.
The findings are consistent with existing academic and business literature, emphasising the multifaceted character of staff shortages in UK hospitality. Structural factors like as the COVID-19 epidemic and Brexit have had a significant impact on labour supply, changing worker demographics and expectations. According to the Office for National Statistics (2023), more than 200,000 hospitality workers left the business between 2020 and 2022, and many did not return. This confirms Harver's (2025) claim that the pandemic served as a career reset for thousands, encouraging a re-evaluation of employment conditions, remuneration, and long-term stability. Holiday Inn Sunderland, which opened post-pandemic without a pre-existing personnel base, faced unique recruitment and retention issues. As the General Manager Rob Dixon highlighted (Northern Insight, 2022), the pandemic introduced immense operational difficulties, ranging from health and safety compliance to maintaining morale and financial sustainability. Brexit also has a significant impact. Green (2023) sees the end of free movement as an important turning point in the UK's hospitality staffing dilemma. Previously reliant on EU migrant workers, localities such as the North-East, particularly Sunderland, have struggled to replace that workforce. Observations during placement verified the scarcity, especially in operational categories like front of house, kitchen and food and beverage. This echoes findings that Brexit exposes long-standing flaws in the hospitality employment paradigm, particularly its reliance on cheap, migratory workforce (Insight Hospitality, 2025). After the double crisis of Covid and Brexit hospitality businesses faced severe staff shortages, to address the hospitality staff shortage, brands like Pret A Manger invested in training, offering apprenticeship schemes that develop staff from entry-level roles to management while earning a business degree. At the same time, businesses are embracing digital tools to boost efficiency, streamlining processes, enhancing onboarding with automated training, and enabling leaner teams to maintain high standards and flexibility (Cripps, 2023).  
In addition to these macro-level causes, the study's findings highlight various organisational challenges that contribute to Holiday Inn Sunderland's high turnover rate. Employee evaluations on Indeed and Glassdoor highlight low starting salary, inconsistent schedules, limited career advancement, and poor management practices as major complaints. These findings are congruent with literature findings stating, employees who feel out of place sometimes lose motivation and feeling of purpose. They may eventually become disengaged, perform poorly, and voice dissatisfaction with the company's workflow processes, rules, structure, or hierarchy (Trinet, 2019). The literature constantly highlights the importance of intrinsic job happiness, autonomy, recognition, and prospects for advancement. 
The consequences of these staffing issues are evident in both operational performance and customer satisfaction. A hotel's ability to provide consistent service and retain a solid market position is jeopardised by a mix of operational issues and significant staff turnover. This generates a negative feedback cycle in which poor service leads to disgruntled guests, harming the hotel's reputation and financial performance (Rotaready, 2024). Secondary research using online reviews (TripAdvisor, Booking.com, Google) indicates recurring service issues: long wait times at check-in, understaffed restaurants, and inconsistent food and beverage service. Customer experiences are a direct reflection of a company's human resource (HR) capabilities and their impact on service quality. Effective HR management, which includes recruitment, training, and employee well-being, has a direct impact on frontline personnel' abilities, motivation, and service orientation, hence shaping customer satisfaction and loyalty (Hirsh et al, 2025). For a hotel brand, such as Holiday Inn, guests demand dependable and consistent service, and staffing shortages directly undermine these expectations. When staffing levels are inadequate, service quality suffers, resulting in unfavourable encounters that can harm a brand's reputation and consumer loyalty (Hettiarachchige, Cabiddu, Moi, 2025). To attract the market's best talent from inside and outside the industry, IHG has evolved its recruitment and retention strategy and elevated the focus on people development, while also enhancing other commitments such as creating a strong and inclusive culture and providing flexible working conditions (Hospitalitynet, 2023). To address the shortage of skilled workers, forward-thinking hoteliers are partnering with educational institutions. These collaborations open pathways for aspiring individuals to enter the hospitality sector, ensuring a steady supply of trained personnel (Informa Markets, 2023). This trend was evident to the researcher during placement, where many young students from colleges were observed gaining hands-on experience through placements, and several were subsequently offered employment. Such initiatives not only help bridge the skills gap but also attract younger individuals to the industry, promoting long-term growth and sustainability.   
The internal impact is equally concerning. The requirement for staff to multitask across roles, for instance, receptionists assisting in F&B during breakfast contributes to increased workload, stress, and burnout. This was personally observed during the researcher’s placement and aligns with guest reviews. According to Alblihed and Alzghaibi (2022) role overload and uncertainty are major precursors to burnout, which leads to decreased organisational commitment and increased absenteeism. The findings are also consistent with Herzberg's two-factor theory, which classifies working circumstances, supervision, and job security as hygiene elements — their absence does not encourage employees, while their absence causes unhappiness (Early years TV, 2025). 
Constant multitasking causes errors and inefficiencies, lowering service standards and exacerbating the unpleasant guest experience (Lewis, 2015). As if errors, low morale, poor customer service, and high stress levels weren't enough, understaffing can often result in resignations. Staff members who are constantly dealing with the strain of a severe task due to insufficient staffing levels can frequently reach the point where they believe that seeking employment elsewhere is their only alternative (Park Street People, 2025). The hotel industry's high turnover rate is one of its most critical concerns. High turnover rates lead to labour shortages, which raises the costs of recruiting, staffing, and training. Turnover has a detrimental effect on service quality (Wen et al, 2020). 
Furthermore, there appears to be a lack of structured employee engagement or feedback mechanisms. The absence of transparent communication about rotas, unclear performance incentives, and unfulfilled benefit promises (as mentioned in online employee reviews) create a culture of mistrust. This suggests a disconnect between managerial objectives and employee expectations, a misalignment that directly impacts motivation and loyalty. A misalignment between management's goals and employee expectations can seriously undermine motivation and loyalty (Gouldsberry, 2023). When employees sense a disconnect between their knowledge of goals and the organization's vision, it can result in disengagement, poor productivity, and potentially greater turnover rates. Misalignment can result from a variety of issues, including inadequate communication, a lack of openness, or unfulfilled employee demands (Winstanley, 2024). As seen from the IHG awards listing, the company has consistently earned numerous accolades over the years, reflecting its strong commitment to employee well-being and workplace culture. IHG has been recognised as a best employer and named among the best places to work, including for diversity and inclusion. In 2023, IHG was certified as a Great Place to Work for Parents in the U.S. Additionally, Forbes recognised IHG as one of the World’s Best Employers and one of the top companies for women, further emphasising its dedication to creating a supportive and inclusive work environment (IHG, 2025). To build on this success, Holiday Inn Sunderland can position itself as a top attraction for employees by aligning closely with IHG’s core values and award-winning workplace practices, such as recognition, flexibility and diversity, it can build a reputation as a great place to work. This commitment is evident through the researcher’s observations, where it was clear that Holiday Inn values its employees by rewarding them with incentives. For instance, the implementation of an "Employee of the Month" program highlights staff efforts and recognises outstanding performance, reinforcing a positive and appreciative workplace culture (LinkedIn, 2025).
The lack of competitive compensation is another critical issue. While the hotel offers pay slightly above the minimum wage, this is insufficient to attract or retain staff in a competitive post-pandemic labour market. The literature suggests that wages in the hospitality sector are not just a cost but a strategic investment (Pethard, 2025). Low pay may reduce short-term overheads, but it increases long-term costs via turnover, recruitment, and training. Moreover, for businesses like Holiday Inn that rely on consistency and guest satisfaction, underinvesting in labour directly undermines service delivery and reputation (Shields, 2023). 
The absence of on-site parking at Holiday Inn Sunderland presents a notable challenge, potentially disadvantaging the hotel in attracting and retaining staff. This situation can result in commute related stress and decreased productivity, contributing to employee dissatisfaction and increased turnover (Parkalot, 2020). Ultimately, poor parking management contributes to employee discontent and may damage the organisation’s reputation necessitating a strategic review of parking solutions. 
IHG has transformed its recruitment strategy by focusing on the candidate journey, equipping recruiters to deliver inclusive, timely, and positive experiences for all applicants while adapting benefits, flexibility, and development opportunities to meet evolving employee needs. By prioritizing diversity, fair pay, work-life balance, and internal progression, IHG aims to attract and retain top talent in an increasingly competitive and fast-changing hospitality landscape (Caterer, 2024). The findings indicates that Holiday Inn Sunderland effectively adapts IHG’s corporate retention strategies to its local content, addressing challenges typical in hospitality staffing. Career development opportunities and regular recognition motivate staff and support long-term commitment. By fostering a culture of respect, inclusion, and open communication, the hotel reflects IHG’s broader values when building a loyal and engaged team. The implementation of flexible schedules and wellness support acknowledges work-life balance concerns. These strategies suggest that local application on global HR practices, when tailored to the needs of staff and the operational realities of the Sunderland market, can significantly improve employee retention outcome.
Proper staffing levels are critical for corporate productivity, cost control, and service quality. Understaffing causes employee fatigue and consumer discontent, whilst overstaffing raises unnecessary labour costs. Striking the appropriate balance leads to seamless operations, happy staff, and satisfied consumers. Accurate staffing is critical to preserving productivity and profitability (TimeWell Scheduled, 2024).

Chapter 5: Conclusion:
To summarise, this research project aimed to explore and critically assess the issue of staff shortages at the Holiday Inn Sunderland, using secondary data to investigate the primary causes, operational impacts, and potential strategies for managing these challenges. The study was guided by the research question: “What are the primary causes and operational impacts of staff shortages at Holiday Inn Sunderland, with the goal of proposing actionable solutions to mitigate these challenges?” Employing a counter-constructed case study approach underpinned by academic literature, industry reports, and publicly available company data, the project provided a contextualized understanding of the workforce challenges experienced by this newly opened regional hotel. The findings revealed that staff shortages are driven by a combination of macro-level and micro-level factors. At the macro level, the hospitality sector has been severely impacted by the post-COVID-19 workforce exodus, as many workers left the industry due to health concerns and the sector’s instability. In addition, post-Brexit immigration restrictions have significantly reduced the availability of migrant workers, who historically filled many hospitality roles, further shrinking the labour pool (Gibson, 2025). These challenges disproportionately affect regional hotels like Holiday Inn Sunderland, which do not benefit from the established brand presence and HR infrastructure of larger, urban hotels. On a micro level, internal issues such as perceptions of low job quality, irregular and unsociable working hours, limited promotion prospects, relatively low wages, and a lack of clear career development pathways deter potential applicants and contribute to high staff turnover (Blythe, 2021). These factors combine to create an environment where employees feel undervalued and overworked, exacerbating retention difficulties. Operationally, these shortages have led to negative consequences including guest dissatisfaction, delays in service, and staff burnout as employees manage multiple roles simultaneously. This creates a vicious cycle in which high turnover further destabilises staffing levels and undermines service quality. This pattern is evident in guest reviews posted on online platforms, where customers frequently highlight inconsistent service and understaffed operations. This research contributes uniquely by focusing on a newly opened regional hotel, providing insights that extend beyond large chains and urban settings often studied in previous research. It underscores the importance of adapting corporate HR policies to the realities of regional labour markets and highlights practical strategies, including investment in staff wellbeing, employer branding, and developing local recruitment partnerships, as essential to long-term workforce sustainability. To address the shortage of skilled workers, forward-thinking hoteliers are partnering with educational institutions. These collaborations open pathways for aspiring individuals to enter the hospitality sector, ensuring a steady supply of trained personnel (Informa Markets, 2023).  However, the study is limited by its reliance solely on secondary data sources, which excludes direct input from hotel managers, staff, and HR professionals that could have deepened the understanding of internal motivations and challenges. The use of online reviews and job advertisements, while valuable, may introduce bias or incomplete perspectives, yet triangulating multiple data sources enhanced the credibility of the findings (Anderson, 2025). Primary data offers tailored, up-to-date information, enhances student engagement through hands-on research, and provides unique insights not found in secondary sources (Ignite geography, 2025). To build on this foundation, future research should incorporate primary data collection methods as such as interviews and surveys with key hotel stakeholders to gain richer, more nuanced insights into the causes and potential solutions for staffing shortages. Comparative and longitudinal studies across regional hotels could further illuminate shared challenges and effective workforce management practices over time. Overall, this research highlights that without a strategic, holistic approach encompassing proactive planning, targeted recruitment, employee development, and strong employer branding, hotels like Holiday Inn Sunderland will continue to face significant staffing challenges that adversely affect operational performance and guest experience. By overcoming staff shortages and implementing such strategies in a hotel setting brings numerous benefits that enhance both guest satisfaction and overall operations. With adequate staffing, service becomes more efficient, reducing wait times and improving the quality and consistency of food and guest interactions. This leads to more positive reviews and repeat business. It also boosts staff morale by easing workloads and reducing burnout, which helps lower turnover rates (Informa Markets, 2023). Operational efficiency improves, allowing the hotel to better manage daily tasks and respond flexibly to increased demand. Ultimately, a well-staffed hotel builds a stronger reputation, supports business growth, and delivers a consistently high-quality experience for guests (Lacalle, 2024).

Chapter 6: Recommendations: 
Based on the research findings, the following recommendations are proposed to help the Holiday Inn Sunderland address the challenges of staff shortages effectively. The hotel and hospitality sector are naturally labour-intensive, relying largely on competent and motivated workers to create high-quality visitor experiences (Kenton, 2020). However, chronic staff shortages have become a persistent concern, exacerbated by reasons such as the COVID-19 pandemic, competitive labour markets, and shifting workforce expectations (Axonify, 2024).  To effectively manage staff shortages, a multidimensional approach is required that addresses recruitment, retention, operational efficiency, and employee well-being (Go1, 2025). The recommendations outline key strategies supported by scholarly research and industry best practices. 
· Enhancing Employee Retention and Engagement:
High turnover rates significantly contribute to staff shortages in the hospitality industry. Retention strategies must focus on improving job satisfaction and employee engagement. Competitive compensation packages aligned with industry standards, including benefits and performance incentives, are foundational (Sorn et al, 2023). Creating a positive work environment is equally critical. Leadership that supports open communication, recognises employee contributions, and fosters teamwork enhances engagement. Understanding this concept is critical since it fosters teambuilding, increases the sense of belonging, and improves employee productivity (He, 2024). Training and career development programs not only improve employee skills but also demonstrate organisational investment in staff, thereby increasing loyalty. According to research, customised training increases productivity by 17% and profitability by 21% (Heinrich, 2025). Cross training employees to perform multiple roles can provide operational flexibility and reduce stress during peak periods (Pen, 2024). 
· Improving work conditions and employee well-being
Burnout in the hospitality industry is a widespread crisis driven by unpredictable schedules, excessive overtime, poor work-life balance, and a lack of managerial support, issues that affect nearly every worker. With 69% facing last-minute shift changes, 98% working overtime, and many juggling multiple jobs, the toll on mental and physical health is unstainable and demands urgent industry-wide reform (Hall, 2025). Hotels must prioritise employee well-being by implementing policies that reduce stress and promote work-life balance. Introducing wellness programs, mental health support, and ensuring reasonable shift lengths can improve overall job satisfaction (Grenside, 2025). Creating a supportive culture that addresses workplace harassment and discrimination is essential for retaining a diverse workforce. Flexible scheduling and paid time off policies help employees manage personal responsibilities, which is especially important in retaining women and caregivers in the workforce (UK Research and Innovation, 2024). 
· Leveraging Technology and Automation
Technological innovations can help mitigate staff shortages by increasing operational efficiency and reducing labour demand (Walker, 2024). Hotels can implement self-service kiosks for check-in and check-out operations, smartphone apps for room service requests, and AI powered chatbots for customer inquiries (Hollander, 2024). Hotels with small teams must adopt new technology to stay efficient. For 87% of businesses, recent tech adoption has been vital for survival. Automation helps streamline tasks like inspections, communication, and admin work, freeing staff to focus on guest service and improving overall productivity and consistency (Helloshift, 2025). These solutions allow staff to focus on more complex guest interactions, enhancing service quality without increasing headcount. Moreover, Workforce management software, also known as labour management software, helps businesses optimize staffing through tools like scheduling, forecasting, and timekeeping to reduce labour costs while maintaining service quality (Hollander, 2024).
· Strategic Workforce Planning and Recruitment
Workforce planning is essential for aligning a company’s human resource strategy with its long-term goals, helping organisations anticipate challenges and ensure they have the right talent in place for the future. Key benefits include cost efficiency, greater adaptability, effective management of skill gaps, and improved business continuity through proactive staffing and development strategies (Samel, 2025). Effective workforce planning is critical for organisations seeking to ensure that their overall procedures and decisions are in line with their business objectives. By adopting a strategic, data-driven approach, HR professionals can predict future demands, close potential gaps, and empower themselves to succeed (Kelio, 2025). 

· Offering car parking facilities
Hotels facing staff shortages with no on-site parking can help attract and retain employees by partnering with nearby public car parks to offer discounted parking rates. By easing the financial and logistical burden of parking, hotels can improve employee satisfaction, reduce daily stress, and support better punctuality and productivity, all while demonstrating a genuine commitment to staff well-being (Sharvy, 2024). Employees who have to spend a long time looking for parking or are compelled to park far away from the office may arrive to work frustrated and rushed. This can have a negative impact on their morale, productivity, and job satisfaction. On the other side, having easy and easily accessible employee parking can assist employees come at work feeling more relaxed and prepared to face the day (Creavin, 2023).
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Lovely hotel with a good location in Sunderland. Staff very friendly and helpful.
Came with a coach trip. Rooms good and comfortable. Need more staff.
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Good location great hotel but no WiFi
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