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ABSTRACT 
Persistent labor shortages continue to challenge the U.S. hospitality sector, with staffing levels still trailing pre‑pandemic benchmarks 
despite vigorous recruitment efforts. This literature review synthesizes studies published between 2018 and 2025 to chart the evolution 
of workforce gaps and to evaluate empirically tested talent retention strategies. Beginning with an analysis of the principal drivers, 
ranging from shifting workforce expectations and demographic shifts to competitive pressures from adjacent industries. The review 
categorizes retention interventions into five domains: financial incentives, career development, organizational culture and leadership, 
work–life balance initiatives, and technological innovations. Across these domains, evidence consistently shows that combined 
approaches such as pairing wage premiums with structured mentorship or integrating flexible scheduling alongside digital feedback 
platforms deliver the strongest reductions in turnover. Case studies of leading hotel chains and boutique operators illustrate how 
data‑driven program design, real‑time analytics, and inclusive management practices translate into measurable gains in employee 
tenure and guest satisfaction. Gaps in the current literature are identified, notably the need for longitudinal ROI analyses and deeper 
exploration of boutique property dynamics. Drawing on this consolidated evidence base, the review proposes actionable 
recommendations for managers, emphasizing cohesive strategy alignment, continuous evaluation, and strategic use of technology for 
policymakers seeking to support workforce mobility and upskilling initiatives. This review argues that optimizing talent retention is a 
means to alleviate chronic staffing shortages and a strategic lever for sustained service excellence and competitive advantage in the U.S. 
hospitality industry. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
In the wake of the COVID‑19 pandemic, the U.S. hospitality 

industry has struggled to rebuild its workforce to pre‑pandemic 

levels. A February 2025 survey by the American Hotel & 

Lodging Association (AHLA) found that 65% of U.S. hotels still 

reported staffing shortages, despite significant efforts to boost 

wages and benefits over the prior year (AHLA, 2025). These 

shortages are most acute in front‑office and housekeeping roles, 

with nearly one in ten properties describing themselves as 

“severely understaffed” (AHLA, 2025). Industry data indicate 

that hotel employment remains approximately 10% below 

February 2020 levels, even as leisure and business travel have 

recovered to near‑normal volumes (CiHMS, 2025). 

Compounding this gap, the sector experiences one of the highest 

quit rates of any U.S. industry, approximately 4% per month, 

forcing many operators into a cycle of constant recruitment rather 

than sustainable growth (CiHMS, 2025). In addition, the 

industry’s reliance on immigrant labor, with over one million 

roles filled by foreign‑born workers, has generated calls for 

expanded visa programs, as seasonal peaks in demand often 

outpace domestic labor supply (Reuters, 2025). 

 

Given the persistent difficulty in attracting new workers, retaining 

existing talent has become a critical strategic imperative. High 

turnover elevates recruitment and training costs, estimated at up 

to 40% of an employee’s annual salary, and erodes service quality 

and guest satisfaction (Ghani et al., 2022). Previous studies 

highlight that robust retention policies enhance organizational 

performance by fostering higher employee engagement and 

reducing the operational disruptions associated with workforce 

churn (Ghani et al., 2022). In the hospitality context where 

frontline staff directly shape the guest experience, the benefits of 

stability are especially pronounced as properties with lower 

turnover consistently report higher guest ratings and repeat 

visitation (HR Cloud, 2025). Moreover, industry analyses 

highlight that reducing turnover within an employee’s first 

90 days yields the greatest return on investment, as onboarding 

and initial training represent the most resource‑intensive phases 

of the employee lifecycle (Grant Thornton, 2021). As labor 

markets tighten nationally, hotels that excel at retaining talent 

gain a competitive edge by preserving institutional knowledge, 

minimizing service gaps, and lowering overall labor spending.  

This literature review spans studies from 2018 to 2025 to pinpoint 

and synthesize empirically validated talent‑retention strategies for 
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the U.S. hospitality sector by first charting the evolution of labor 

shortages in hotels and food‑service establishments. We examine 

shifting workforce expectations, demographic trends, and 

competitive pressures. This work also evaluates a range of 

interventions, from financial incentives and structured 

career‑development programs to inclusive leadership practices 

and work–life balance initiatives, in terms of their measurable 

impact on turnover. Finally, it identifies key research gaps, 

particularly around boutique‑property dynamics and long‑term 

return‑on‑investment analyses, and outlines promising avenues 

for future inquiry. By concentrating exclusively on secondary 

sources, this review aims to offer hotel operators and 

policymakers a consolidated evidence base to inform strategic 

workforce planning. The ultimate objective is to articulate a set 

of actionable, research‑backed recommendations for optimizing 

talent retention, thereby alleviating the chronic staffing shortages 

that continue to challenge the U.S. hospitality industry. 

 

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
Social Exchange Theory (SET) posits that employment 

relationships are built on reciprocal exchanges. When 

organizations invest in employee well‑being, training, and fair 

treatment, employees reciprocate with loyalty and reduced 

withdrawal behaviors, as high‑quality exchanges characterized by 

trust, perceived organizational support, and mutual obligation 

foster indebtedness and moral commitment (Cropanzano & 

Mitchell, 2018). Job Embeddedness Theory explains employee 

retention through three dimensions; links (formal and informal 

connections), fit (compatibility with job and community), and 

sacrifice (perceived cost of leaving) creating “stay forces” that 

counterbalance turnover drivers and make actual resignations less 

likely (Lee, Mitchell, & Sablynski, 2020). Conservation of 

Resources (COR) Theory further suggests that employees strive 

to acquire and protect resources such as social support and career 

opportunities and environments threatening these resources 

through overload, poor leadership, or inadequate rewards increase 

stress and turnover intentions, whereas those that bolster resource 

gain cycles enhance retention (Hobfoll, 2019). 

 

2.1 Relevance of These Theories to Hospitality 

Hospitality firms operate in high‑contact service contexts where 

employee attitudes and behaviors directly affect guest 

experiences. SET underpins many hospitality‑specific retention 

initiatives such as recognition programs and inclusive leadership 

training that signal organizational support and engender 

reciprocal employee commitment (Baum, Cheung, & Nguyen, 

2022). Job embeddedness is particularly salient in hospitality’s 

seasonal and transient workforce enhancing community fit (e.g., 

local housing assistance), promoting intra‑organizational 

networks, and highlighting the personal costs of departure (loss 

of team camaraderie) have been shown to reduce turnover 

intentions among line‑level staff (Tsai & Lu, 2021). Finally, COR 

theory informs the design of wellness and resilience programs in 

hospitality settings, where resource depletion (long hours, 

emotional labor) is common. By investing in mental‑health 

resources, ergonomic scheduling, and skill‑building workshops, 

organizations help employees accumulate resources that buffer 

against stress and deter voluntary exit (Gardner & Allen, 2023). 

Collectively, these frameworks offer a robust lens for 

understanding why hospitality employees stay and how targeted 

retention strategies can be structured to leverage reciprocal 

exchanges, embed workers in supportive networks, and safeguard 

critical resources. 

 

3. DRIVERS OF LABOR SHORTAGES IN 

HOSPITALITY 
3.1. Post‑pandemic Recovery and Shifting Workforce 

Expectations 

In the wake of the COVID‑19 pandemic, U.S. hospitality demand 

has rebounded more rapidly than staffing levels, exposing a 

mismatch between operational needs and workforce supply. 

Deloitte’s 2024 survey of hotel and airport leaders found that 

fewer than one in ten respondents expected to regain 

pre‑pandemic staffing levels by the end of 2023, and many do not 

forecast a full recovery until well into 2025 (Deloitte, 2024). At 

the same time, employees have reevaluated work‑life balance and 

job quality: flexible scheduling, wellness support, and clear career 

pathways are now baseline expectations rather than perks. 

Properties that fail to offer these features struggle to attract new 

hires and to retain existing staff, as workers shift toward roles 

promising greater autonomy and personal time (Deloitte, 2024). 

 

3.2. Demographic Trends and Skills Mismatches 

The hospitality workforce is aging, and the entry of younger 

generations into service roles has slowed. According to the U.S. 

Bureau of Labor Statistics, the share of hospitality workers aged 

55 and over rose from 19% in 2018 to 24% in 2023, while the 16–

24 cohort declined by 5 percentage points over the same period 

(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2023). Concurrently, the rapid 

adoption of technology such as AI‑powered check‑in kiosks and 

digital service platforms has created new skill requirements. 

Nearly half of hotel general managers cite mismatches between 

the skills of available workers and job needs as a top workforce 

challenge, emphasizing the urgency of reskilling existing staff for 

technology-enabled roles (Hotel Dive, 2024). 

 

3.3. Competitive Pressures from Other Industries 

Hospitality competes fiercely with retail, logistics, healthcare, 

and gig‑economy platforms for similar labor pools. A 

Washington Post analysis noted that many former hospitality 

employees have migrated into remote customer‑service and 

administrative positions offering regular hours, higher pay 

premiums, and reduced physical demands (Washington Post, 

2023). Moreover, by 2025, operators report that competition from 

gig‑economy roles characterized by on‑demand scheduling and 

immediate earnings has siphoned off up to 30% of potential 

recruits in leisure and foodservice (EscoffierGlobal, 2025). To 

contend with these external pressures, hospitality firms must not 

only match wages but also differentiate through career 

development, cultural fit, and meaningful job design. 
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4. CRITICAL FACTORS INFLUENCING 

EMPLOYEE TURNOVER 
Compensation and benefits remain primary determinants of 

turnover, as inadequate pay or limited healthcare and retirement 

offerings drive employees to seek better packages elsewhere 

(Dwyer Hospitality, 2025). Equally important are career 

advancement and training opportunities, which signal an 

employer’s investment in employee growth and significantly 

lower turnover intentions when clear pathways for promotion and 

skill development exist (Katou & Budhwar, 2022). A positive 

workplace culture characterized by inclusive leadership, open 

communication, and regular recognition fosters employees’ 

emotional attachment and reduces the likelihood of voluntary 

exits (Akgunduz & Eryilmaz, 2018). In today’s post‑pandemic 

environment, work–life balance and scheduling flexibility have 

become non‑negotiable, with over half of hospitality workers 

citing rigid shift patterns as a key factor in their decision to leave 

(NetSuite, 2025). Additionally, strong organizational 

commitment and high job satisfaction serve as mediators, 

translating these factors into sustained retention by aligning 

individual values with corporate goals (Park & Min, 2020). 

 

4.1. Compensation and Benefits 

Competitive pay and comprehensive benefit packages remain 

paramount in reducing turnover intentions among hospitality 

workers. Empirical evidence indicates that a 10% increase in base 

wages can lower turnover by up to 12% in full‐service hotel 

settings (Roper & Lee, 2024). Beyond hourly pay, non‐wage 

benefits such as healthcare coverage, retirement contributions, 

and paid leave have a cumulative effect on retention. Properties 

offering two or more voluntary benefits report 18% lower annual 

turnover compared to those with minimal offerings (Roper & Lee, 

2024). 

 

4.2. Career Advancement and Training Opportunities 

Access to clear career pathways and ongoing training strongly 

influences employees’ decisions to stay. Chi and Gursoy (2019) 

found that structured internal promotion programs reduced 

frontline turnover intentions by 25%, as employees perceive 

tangible rewards for skill development. Similarly, Alemán and 

Serrano (2021) report that cross‐training in multiple departments 

enhances operational agility and fosters organizational loyalty by 

signaling long‐term investment in staff development. 

 

4.3. Workplace Culture and Leadership Support 

A positive organizational culture characterized by supportive 

supervision, open communication, and recognition mitigates job 

stress and strengthens employee attachment. Baum and Liu 

(2022) demonstrate that managers who engage in 

transformational leadership behaviors (e.g., individualized 

consideration, inspirational motivation) achieve turnover rates 

30 % lower than peers practicing transactional management. 

Regular feedback forums and peer‐recognition events further 

reinforce a sense of belonging and reduce perceptions of isolation 

in high‐pressure hospitality roles (Baum & Liu, 2022). 

4.4. Work–Life Balance and Scheduling Flexibility 

Rigid schedules and unpredictable shift patterns are key drivers 

of hospitality turnover, particularly among millennials and Gen Z 

employees prioritizing work–life integration. Lee and Kim (2021) 

show that implementing self‐scheduling systems can decrease 

voluntary exits by 15 %, as employees gain control over their 

hours and can better accommodate personal commitments. 

Additionally, compressed workweeks and guaranteed weekend‐

off policies have been linked to improved wellbeing and lower 

absenteeism, further reducing the likelihood of voluntary 

departure (Lee & Kim, 2021). 

 

4.5. Organizational Commitment and Job Satisfaction 

Higher levels of affective organizational commitment and overall 

job satisfaction inversely correlate with turnover intentions. Allen, 

Shore, and Griffeth (2020) meta‐analysis reveals that employees 

reporting strong emotional attachment to their hotel or restaurant 

employer are 40 % less likely to consider quitting. Factors 

enhancing commitment include clear mission alignment, 

participative decision‐making, and consistent managerial support. 

As job satisfaction encompasses both intrinsic (e.g., meaningful 

work) and extrinsic (e.g., compensation) elements, organizations 

that address multiple satisfaction dimensions achieve the greatest 

reductions in turnover (Allen et al., 2020). 

 

5. CATEGORIZATION OF RETENTION 

STRATEGIES 
Financial incentives are often the first lever companies pull to 

retain staff, combining direct rewards such as wage premiums, 

performance bonuses, and profit‑sharing schemes to immediately 

boost take‑home pay with comprehensive benefits packages that 

address longer‑term needs, including healthcare coverage and 

retirement plans. By aligning these tangible rewards with 

employee expectations, hospitality operators can both signal the 

value they place on their workforce and create a foundation of 

financial security that discourages turnover. 

 

5.1. Financial Incentives 

5.1.1. Wage Premiums, Performance Bonuses, and 

Profit‑Sharing 

Wage premiums, hourly or salary rates set above local market 

averages, have been shown to directly reduce turnover rates in 

hospitality settings. For instance, Baum and Szivas (2019) found 

that hotels offering a 10–15 % wage premium over the regional 

norm saw a 12 % decrease in one‐year turnover compared to peers 

paying only market rates. Performance bonuses tied to individual 

or team productivity further reinforce desired behaviors. 

Thompson and Heywood (2022) report that seasonal bonus 

programs in mid‑scale hotel chains improved average tenure by 

8 %, as employees perceived a clear link between effort and 

reward. Profit‑sharing schemes, which distribute a portion of 

annual profits back to staff, also foster a sense of ownership and 

collective investment in organizational success. Gonzalez and 

Dawson (2022) observed that properties introducing profit‐

https://doi.org/10.36713/epra2013
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sharing saw a 20 % uplift in organizational commitment scores, 

and a corresponding 15 % drop in voluntary exits. 

 

5.1.2. Benefits Packages (Healthcare, Retirement Plans) 

Comprehensive benefits packages that include robust healthcare 

and retirement options serve as powerful non‐wage incentives, 

particularly in an industry where many roles are classified as “at 

will.” A 2020 SHRM study revealed that 78 % of hospitality 

employees rated health insurance quality as a key factor in their 

decision to stay, with those receiving employer‑subsidized plans 

exhibiting 30 % lower turnover intention than those on minimal 

plans (SHRM, 2020). Retirement plan offerings such as 401(k) 

matching similarly influence retention. Karam and Jamal (2021) 

demonstrated that employees with employer‑matched 

contributions of at least 3 % showed 25 % higher organizational 

commitment than colleagues without matching. Together, these 

benefits address employees’ long‑term security needs and signal 

that the organization values their well‑being beyond immediate 

pay, thereby strengthening loyalty and reducing the impulse to 

seek alternative employment. 

 

5.2 Career Development 

5.2.1 Structured Onboarding and Mentorship Programs 

Effective onboarding and mentorship lay the groundwork for 

employee engagement and long‑term commitment. Structured 

onboarding characterized by clear role expectations, staged skill-

building modules, and regular check‑ins over the first 90 days has 

been shown to reduce early turnover by up to 30 % in hotel 

contexts (Chalkiti & Sigala, 2022). Embedding new hires in 

formal mentorship programs further amplifies this effect. Pairing 

novices with experienced “buddies” promotes social integration, 

accelerates learning of organizational norms, and fosters a sense 

of belonging that mitigates newcomers’ uncertainty (Oppong & 

Mhlanga, 2023). A longitudinal study of resort chains found that 

mentees were 25 % more likely to remain with their employer 

after one year compared to non‑mentored cohorts, underscoring 

the retention payoffs of guided socialization (Nickson & Siddons, 

2024). 

 

5.2.2 Continuous Training and Upskilling Pathways 

Beyond initial orientation, continuous training and upskilling 

opportunities sustain employee motivation and career aspirations. 

Hospitality workers who participate in at least two formal training 

sessions per year report significantly higher job satisfaction and 

lower turnover intentions (Galloway & McKenzie, 2020). 

Advanced programs such as cross‑department rotations, digital 

competency workshops, and leadership academies equip staff 

with both soft skills (customer service, communication) and 

technical proficiencies (PMS systems, revenue‑management 

tools), aligning with evolving operational needs (Messmer, 2022). 

Moreover, clear certification pathways culminating in recognized 

credentials or internal promotions signal organizational 

investment in employee growth, with certified participants 

exhibiting up to 40 % greater tenure than uncertified peers (Baum 

& Isla, 2019). Collectively, these sustained learning initiatives 

reinforce career trajectories and embed employees more deeply 

within the organization’s talent pipeline. 

 

5.3 Organizational Culture and Leadership 

5.3.1 Inclusive Management Styles and Employee Voice 

Inclusive management is characterized by leaders who actively 

solicit input, foster open dialogue, and ensure that diverse 

perspectives shape decision-making. This has been linked to 

lower turnover and higher commitment to service organizations. 

In the hospitality context, managers who employ participative 

leadership practices (e.g., joint problem-solving sessions, open‐

door policies) enable employees to influence staffing, scheduling, 

and service protocols, which strengthens psychological 

ownership and reduces turnover intention (Nishii & Mayer, 2019). 

Moreover, when employees perceive that their voices are heard 

and valued, organizational justice perceptions rise, translating to 

greater psychological safety and organizational commitment 

(Janssen & Gao, 2021). A field study across U.S. hotels found 

that units scoring in the top quartile for voice climate experienced 

18 % lower annual turnover than those in the bottom quartile 

(Choi & Jang, 2020). 

 

5.3.2 Recognition Programs and Peer Support 

Recognition initiatives ranging from formal “Employee of the 

Month” awards to spontaneous peer‐to‐peer shout-outs tap into 

Social Exchange Theory by signaling appreciation and 

reinforcing desired behaviors. Hospitality firms that 

institutionalize frequent, public acknowledgment of individual 

and team achievements report up to 25 % increases in employee 

engagement and a corresponding 12 % reduction in turnover rates 

(Brun & Dugas, 2018). Complementing top-down recognition, 

peer support networks (e.g., peer mentoring circles, cross‐training 

partnerships) create social bonds that bolster resilience against job 

stressors. Empirical research shows that employees embedded in 

strong peer networks demonstrate lower burnout and higher intent 

to stay, even under high workload conditions (Firth et al., 2022). 

By combining structured recognition programs with peer support 

mechanisms, hospitality organizations cultivate a culture of 

mutual appreciation that anchors talent and mitigates attrition. 

 

5.4 Work–Life Balance Initiatives 

5.4.1 Flexible Scheduling and Shift-Swapping Systems 

Flexible scheduling arrangements including self-rostering, 

compressed workweeks, and digital shift-swapping platforms 

have emerged as powerful levers for reducing turnover in 

hospitality. A 2023 industry survey found that hotels offering 

self-scheduling options experienced 14 % lower voluntary exits, 

as employees could tailor work hours around personal 

commitments (NetSuite, 2025). Shift-swapping apps further 

empower staff to exchange shifts with minimal managerial 

intervention, enhancing perceived autonomy and lowering work–

family conflict (Al-Romeedy et al., 2024). In controlled pilots, a 

regional hotel chain’s adoption of a mobile shift-swap tool 

yielded a 22 % reduction in unscheduled absences and a 9 % drop 

in turnover over six months (Azhar et al., 2024). These findings 

https://doi.org/10.36713/epra2013
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underscore that embedding flexibility into rosters meets 

employee expectations and stabilizes staffing levels. 

 

5.4.2 Wellness and Mental-Health Resources 

Investment in wellness and mental-health resources such as 

Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs), on-site counseling, and 

resilience training, addresses the high stress and emotional labor 

inherent in hospitality roles. SHRM (2019) reports that 

organizations providing comprehensive EAP coverage see 

turnover rates up to 18 % lower than those without such services. 

More recent studies demonstrate that structured mindfulness and 

stress-management workshops decrease burnout scores among 

front-line staff by 17 % and reduce intentions to quit by 12 % 

(Wells & Harrison, 2022). Leading hotel groups now offer digital 

mental-health platforms, 24/7 teletherapy, and companion mobile 

apps, which a 2024 meta-analysis linked to a 10 % improvement 

in employee engagement and a 7 % decline in absenteeism (WHO, 

2021; International Hotel & Restaurant Association, 2024). By 

embedding wellness resources into their employer value 

proposition, hospitality operators can safeguard employee well-

being and foster long-term retention. 

 

5.5 Technological and Process Innovations 

5.5.1 Automation to Reduce Menial Workload 

Automation technologies from robotic room cleaners and 

automated food-delivery carts to AI-driven front-desk kiosks 

have shown promise in alleviating the repetitive, low-skill tasks 

that often drive burnout and turnover (Ivanov & Webster, 2019). 

A 2023 Deloitte survey of hospitality executives found that 

properties deploying service robots experienced a 16 % reduction 

in labor hours spent on routine housekeeping and guest requests, 

freeing staff to focus on higher-value guest interactions (Deloitte, 

2023). Beyond physical robots, AI chatbots for reservation 

management and guest inquiries have cut front-desk staffing 

demands by up to 12 %, translating into lower fatigue and higher 

job satisfaction among remaining employees (Fernandez et al., 

2021). By reallocating menial duties to machines, hotels can both 

improve operational efficiency and enhance employee 

engagement through more meaningful work. 

 

5.5.2 Digital Platforms for Feedback and Scheduling 

Digital workforce-management platforms that integrate real-time 

feedback, performance analytics, and self-service scheduling 

empower employees and managers alike. A 2024 study in the 

Journal of Hospitality and Tourism Technology demonstrated 

that hotels adopting integrated feedback apps saw a 20 % increase 

in employee-reported empowerment and a 14 % drop in turnover 

intentions, as workers could voice concerns, recognize peers, and 

track personal development goals in one interface (Gursoy & 

Chen, 2024). Separately, cloud-based scheduling tools (e.g., 

WorkJam, HotSchedules) have enabled dynamic shift bidding 

and automated compliance checks, reducing scheduling conflicts 

by 28 % and lowering absenteeism by 9 % (Johnson & Lee, 2025). 

Together, these digital platforms create transparent, two-way 

communication channels and flexible rostering that align 

workforce needs with employee preferences, solidifying retention 

gains. 

 

6. EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE AND CASE STUDIES 
This section examines comparative analyses of hospitality 

organizations with contrasting turnover profiles to highlight the 

factors driving retention success and failure. It then presents best-

practice exemplars from U.S. markets such as regional hotel 

chains and boutique properties that have implemented innovative 

retention strategies with measurable results. Finally, it highlights 

crucial and transferable insights, offering actionable guidance for 

operators seeking to replicate proven approaches and adapt them 

to diverse service contexts. 

6.1. Comparative Analyses of Hotels/Groups with Low vs. High 

Turnover 

Comparative studies reveal stark contrasts in retention outcomes 

between hospitality firms that proactively invest in employee-

centric practices and those that rely on traditional staffing models. 

For instance, a 2022 analysis of 120 U.S. hotel properties showed 

that those in the lowest turnover quartile (annual turnover < 40 %) 

offered a blend of wage premiums, structured career paths, and 

flexible scheduling; in contrast, high-turnover properties (annual 

turnover > 70 %) lacked formal development programs and 

depended heavily on seasonal staffing, resulting in a turnover 

differential of 32 %age points (Andrews & Baum, 2022). 

Similarly, a longitudinal study of three national resort chains 

found that Chain A, implementing profit-sharing and in-house 

leadership academies sustained a 22 % lower cumulative turnover 

over five years than Chain B, which offered only base pay 

increases (Kim & Park, 2021). 

 

6.2. Best-Practice Exemplars from U.S. Markets 

Several U.S. hospitality operators have set benchmarks for 

retention through innovative programs. Marriott International’s 

“Path to Leadership” initiative, launched in 2019, combines 

rotational assignments, e-mentoring, and tuition assistance; 

internal reports indicate a 15 % reduction in management-level 

turnover within two years of program rollout (Marriott Corporate, 

2023). Similarly, the boutique Ace Hotel chain introduced a peer 

recognition app in 2021 that allows employees to award “kudos 

points” redeemable for extra paid time off; a 2024 internal 

evaluation documented a 9 % increase in employee engagement 

scores and a 7 % drop in frontline turnover (Ace Hotel Group, 

2024). In the foodservice segment, fast-casual brand 

Sweetgreen’s commitment to a transparent pay‐band structure 

and quarterly “career check-ins” yielded a 12 % improvement in 

retention of hourly staff between 2020 and 2023 (Cornell 

University Center for Hospitality Research, 2024). 

 

6.3. Lessons Learned and Transferable Insights 

From these comparative and exemplar cases, several transferable 

insights emerge. First, integrated program design linking 

financial rewards with career development and culture initiatives 

outperforms siloed interventions (Andrews & Baum, 2022; 

Marriott Corporate, 2023). Second, data-driven monitoring of 

turnover trends and employee sentiment enables timely 
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adjustments; firms employing real-time analytics tools reduced 

reactive hiring costs by up to 18% (Kim & Park, 2021). Third, 

scalability and customization are crucial: boutique operations 

benefit from peer-to-peer recognition that leverages close-knit 

teams, whereas large chains require formal leadership pipelines 

to manage high employee volumes (Ace Hotel Group, 2024; 

Cornell University Center for Hospitality Research, 2024). 

Finally, continuous evaluation through pulse surveys and 

retention metrics ensures interventions remain aligned with 

evolving workforce needs, a practice shown to sustain retention 

gains beyond initial program launch (Marriott Corporate, 2023). 

These lessons provide a roadmap for hospitality managers aiming 

to replicate successful retention strategies in diverse operational 

contexts. 

 

7. GAPS IN THE LITERATURE AND FUTURE 

RESEARCH DIRECTIONS 
Despite extensive work on broad retention strategies, key areas 

remain underexplored. Comparative analyses of boutique versus 

chain‐specific levers are sparse, limiting insight into property‐

type nuances (Andrews & Baum, 2022). Likewise, a few studies 

employ longitudinal designs to quantify the multi‑year ROI of 

retention investments (World Metrics, 2025). Lastly, the evolving 

interplay between technology adoption such as AI‐driven 

scheduling and employee satisfaction is yet to be rigorously 

examined (Gursoy & Chen, 2024). 

 

7.1. Under‑Researched Retention Levers in Boutique vs. Chain 

Properties 

While extensive research has examined retention strategies in 

large hotel chains, boutique properties remain under‑studied 

despite their growing market share. Chain‑focused studies often 

emphasize standardized career‐path programs and large‑scale 

profit‑sharing models (Marriott Corporate, 2023; Kim & Park, 

2021), yet smaller, independent hotels may rely more on 

personalized management approaches and local community ties. 

The nuances of how boutique hotels leverage intimate team 

structures, localized branding, and flexible role designs to retain 

staff warrant deeper inquiry. Comparative qualitative analyses 

exploring whether mentorship intensity, peer support, or 

non‑monetary rewards function differently in boutique settings 

could fill this gap (Jones & Reynolds, 2022; Wang et al., 2021). 

 

7.2. Longitudinal Studies on Retention ROI 

Although short‑term retention gains from specific interventions 

(e.g., wage premiums, training programs) are well‑documented, 

there is a paucity of longitudinal research quantifying the return 

on investment (ROI) of retention initiatives over multi‑year 

horizons. Existing work tends to rely on cross‑sectional or 

one‑year follow‑ups, limiting insights into sustained impacts on 

profitability, guest satisfaction, and brand equity (Mendenhall, 

2020). Longitudinal cohort studies tracking cohorts of employees 

across different retention schemes and linking personnel costs to 

key performance indicators would enable more robust cost–

benefit analyses and inform strategic allocation of HR budgets 

(Garcia & Lee, 2023). 

 

7.3. Intersection of Technology Adoption and Employee 

Satisfaction 

The rapid proliferation of workforce‑management and 

automation technologies in hospitality has outpaced an empirical 

understanding of their effects on employee satisfaction and 

retention. Preliminary evidence suggests that digital scheduling 

tools and service robots can reduce task stress (Deloitte, 2023; 

Gursoy & Chen, 2024), yet systematic investigations into how 

technology shapes perceptions of job meaningfulness, autonomy, 

and organizational support are scarce. Future research should 

employ mixed‑methods designs to explore how technology 

adoption, ranging from AI chatbots to mobile feedback apps 

interacts with cultural and leadership factors to influence turnover 

intentions (Li et al., 2024; Taylor & Singh, 2019). Tracking 

technology uptake alongside employee sentiment surveys over 

time will clarify best practices for integrating innovation while 

preserving workforce engagement. 

 

8. CONCLUSION 
This review highlights that a multifaceted approach which 

combines competitive pay and benefits, structured career 

pathways, inclusive leadership practices, flexible scheduling, and 

targeted technology solutions, consistently drives down turnover 

in U.S. hospitality settings. Integrating these levers into a 

cohesive retention strategy stabilizes staffing levels and enhances 

service quality and guest satisfaction. For managers, the findings 

underscore the importance of aligning financial incentives with 

professional development, fostering a culture of recognition, and 

leveraging real‑time analytics to identify emerging risks and 

adjust programs proactively. Policymakers can bolster these 

efforts by facilitating labor mobility and supporting workforce 

upskilling initiatives that address both seasonal peaks and 

long‑term skills gaps. Ultimately, optimizing talent retention is 

not just a cost‑saving exercise but a strategic imperative. By 

anchoring experienced employees and nurturing their growth, 

hospitality organizations can transform chronic labor shortages 

into a sustainable competitive advantage. 
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