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The Labor Crunch Intensifies

HOSPITALITY’S MOST PRESSING NEED

By Stanley Turkel, MHS, ISHC 

Until self-cleaning guestrooms and robot check in and check-out are available, the hotel industry will continue to suffer from a shallow entry-level labor pool.  With U.S. unemployment rates at a 30 year low, the lodging industry is facing a crisis in employee recruitment.

What is to be done?  Recent findings released through the Chicago-based Hospitality Business Alliance (HBA) show that total hospitality industry employment in 1998 amounted to 12 million people.  It is estimated that an additional 200,000 employees will be required annually through 2006.  AH & MA President Bill Fisher noted, “The future success of the hospitality industry is, in large part, dependent on the quality of people we can attract to and retain without our employment rolls.”  The shrinking stream of hospitality industry candidates has been called the most serious problem facing the hotel industry today and into the future.

Despite all the well-meaning programs developed by various hotel companies, the industry efforts will fall far short of requirements unless more vigorous and creative action is undertaken.

As far as I know, no individual hotel or groups of hotels have taken all the following steps:

1. Provide free transportation to and from outlying residential areas on a frequent and scheduled basis.  This shuttle service would allow employees to travel free of charge from their homes to work and back again.  The service would need to be reliable, insured, licensed and staffed by well-trained uniformed bus drivers.

2. Provide free day-care nurseries on hotel premises with a professional staff for pre-school children.  The nursery would need to be reliable, insured, licensed and staffed by certified teachers and helpers.  In the event that one hotel could not rationalize the cost, it might be possible for a few hotels and motor inns to jointly fund and sponsor such a nursery for their respective employees pre-school children.

3. Provide for better training for hotel employees so that they can improve their job levels and ultimately reach supervisory and management positions.  The training must be ongoing and continuous.  It should include software and computer classes with an emphasis on the changing technical improvements.  Employees must feel that they have a serious opportunity for a career in the hotel industry.

This effort needs to be done in cooperation with the local state hotel association and the hotel workers union (if there is one).  An excellent example to follow is the San Francisco Living Contract between the Hotel Employees and Restaurant Employees Local 2 and 11 major hotels.

4. Utilize and expand the Welfare to Work Partnership.  Here is a ready-made population of citizens who, by all reports, are eager and ready to become productive.  Loews Hotels President and CEO Jonathan Tisch serves as vice chair of the Welfare to Work Partnership, an independent non-partisan organization of companies whose goal is to help move those on welfare into private sector jobs.  Tisch says that “the whole idea of the Welfare to Work Partnership is to help people – in this case by putting them to work – and that in turn benefits the business community, not to mention the community at large.”  In greater Miami, 45 of the largest hotels have formed a coalition to facilitate the welfare-to-work process.  But before we trumpet the achievements of welfare-to-work we need improve the training programs particularly in crucial “soft skills” and supply continuing support after employment.  Unless these jobs provide genuine opportunities with realistic salaries and benefits, welfare-to- work may provide short-term success stories but will offer few long-term positive results.

5. In areas where the problem is so severe that hotels are turning away guests, groups of hotel owners may have to create and subsidize housing and schools in order to attract families from out-of-town.  This is already happening in Las Vegas.

6. It may be necessary to contract out a variety of hotel services such as laundry and dry cleaning, night cleaning of public spaces, restaurant and bar operations, etc. 

7. Finally, hotel companies will finally have to face up to their obligations to sponsor, fund and subsidize hotel training colleges and universities.  In this way, they can assure a steady flow of trained management personnel into the industry.
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