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Executive Summary 
 
The U.S. hotel industrya low-wage industry that has grown rapidly over the past two 
decadesprovides jobs for workers with little formal education or training, including some 
people leaving welfare.  Hotels have also received public economic development subsidies as 
part of central city economic development projects.  
 
This report summarizes the industry’s performance on issues of interest to its workers and to 
those who are concerned about low-wage workers and wage inequality, the opportunities 
available to people leaving welfare and the quality of jobs created by businesses receiving 
public economic development subsidies.  The industry’s record on these issues is a mixed 
one, with both positive and negative features. 
 
n Since the mid-1980s, hotel employment has grown faster than overall U.S. employment,   

reflecting the expans ion of the industry in the 1980s and late 1990s.  In 2000, about 1.8 
million people worked in hotels, 48.1 percent more than in 1984.  

 
n Between 1989 and 2000, hotel employment rose dramatically in a number of southern 

and western states, most notably in Mississippi and Nevada. In Mississippi, hotel jobs 
increased from 7,900 to 35,568 jobs or 350 percent. In Nevada, during the same period, 
hotel jobs increased from 128,162 to 216,512 or 69 percent. Taken together, Mississippi 
and Nevada accounted for nearly 45 percent of the 260,000 new hotel jobs created 
nationwide during the 1990s. 

 
n Hotel workers had a median wage of $8.62 per hour in 2000.  This was $3.41 per hour 

below the overall U.S. median hourly wage of $12.03.  (These wages may not include 
tips for such workers as waiters and waitresses, bartenders, and bellhops.) 

 
n The wage gap between high- and low-wage hotel workers has grown during the last two 

decades.  In 2000, high-wage hotel workers earned 325 percent of what low-wage hotel 
workers earned; in 1979, high-wage hotel workers earned 240 percent of what their 
low-wage counterparts earned.  The high-wage/low-wage gap was larger in hotels than 
in several industries with similar overall wage levels, including meatpacking, nursing 
homes, building services, laundry services, department stores, grocery stores, and child 
care.  (High-wage workers are those who earn more than 90 percent of all workers in 
their industry, while low-wage workers are those who earn less than 90 percent of all 
workers in their industry.) 

 
n Poverty- level wages are common in the industry.  In 2000, 47 percent of hotel workers, 

but only 27 percent of all U.S. workers, earned less than the hourly wage that a full-
time, full-year worker would have to earn to reach the federal poverty line for a family 
of four.  (This does not mean that 47 percent of hotel workers lived in poverty, since 
some could have exceeded the poverty level by relying on the earnings of other family 
members, working more than one job or working longer than regular full- time hours.) 

 
 
n Except in Las Vegas, hotel wages in the 20 metropolitan areas with the most hotel jobs 

were too low to enable a single parent to support herself and one child at a basic-needs 
level in 1999.  Half of these major hotel centers had average hotel wages that were no 
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more than 76 percent of the amount that a one-parent, one-child family needed to afford 
the cost of basic necessities. 

 
n The largest hotel occupations are maids and housemen (22 percent of hotel jobs in 

2000), managers (18 percent), clerks (9 percent), and cooks and personal service 
workers (about 5 percent each).  Managers have been increasing as a share of hotel 
employment, while waiters and waitresses have been declining. 

 
n Recent research shows that hotel housekeepers, the industry’s largest single occupation, 

do not have access to career ladders on which they could advance within the industry.  
There is more potential to create career ladders in some other hotel occupations, such as 
food and beverage service and front desk jobs. 

 
n During the last decade, some hotels outsourced parts of their operations that managers 

considered “non-core” or unprofitable, such as food and beverage services.  This 
decision may depress wages for hotel-related work.  Wages are usually higher in hotels 
than in the industries that take over these functions.  For example, median wages for 
cooks are higher in hotels ($9.05 per hour) than in restaurants ($6.71), and janitors earn 
more in hotels ($7.96) than in building services companies ($7.24). 

 
n About 20 percent of hotel workers worked part-time in 2000, compared with 17.7 

percent of all U.S. workers.  Part-time hotel workers were about twice as likely as part-
timers in the United States as a whole to be working part-time involuntarily.  About 
20.9 percent of part-time hotel workers, but only 10.8 percent of all U.S. part-time 
workers, preferred a full-time job but were working part-time for economic reasons. 

 
n Hotel workers’ employee benefits fell in the late 1990s.  From 1995 to 2000, benefits 

fell by 3.7 percent after adjusting for inflation. 
 
n Hotel workers have more occupational injuries than private sector workers as a whole.  

From 1992-2000, hotel workers averaged about 8.9 injuries per 100 full-time workers, 
compared to 7.0 injuries per 100 full-time workers in the private sector as a whole.  
However, hotel workers had fewer occupational illnesses and fatalities than private 
sector workers as a whole.   

 
n Compared to U.S. workers overall, hotel workers are younger, have less formal 

education, are more likely to be women, are more likely to be immigrants, and are less 
likely to be white.  In 2000, about 21.8 percent of hotel workers were under age 25, 24 
percent did not have a high school diploma, 57.9 percent were women, 28.4 percent 
were immigrants and 45.6 percent were non-white.   

 
n In recent years, the industry’s workforce has increasingly been made up of immigrants 

and Hispanics and workers’ levels of formal education have been rising. 
 
n Not all hotel jobs are the same.  Unions, which represented 11.7 percent of hotel 

workers in 2000, improve the quality of hotel jobs substantially.  
 

• In 2000, hotel workers represented by unions earned a median hourly wage of  
$10.00, $1.50 more than nonunion workers’ median wage of $8.50 per hour.  
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(Even after adjusting for other factors that can affect wages, union hotel 
workers in the late 1990s earned nearly 10 percent more per hour than their 
nonunion counterparts.) 

 
• Union hotel workers are more likely to work a standard full-time workweek.  

About 21.5 percent of all nonunion hotel workers, but only 9.2 percent of 
union hotel workers, worked part-time in 2000.  About 14.2 percent of 
nonunion workers, but only 2.4 percent of union workers, worked 45 or more 
hours per week. 

 
• Unions benefit traditionally lower-wage groups the most.  In 2000, non-white 

hotel workers represented by unions earned $2.30 more per hour than non-
whites without union representation; women represented by unions earned 
$2.00 per hour more; union workers with less than a high school diploma 
earned $2.50 per hour more; and foreign-born union workers earned $2.37 per 
hour more than their nonunion counterparts.  Unions represent workers who 
come disproportionately from several of those groups.  In 2000, about 30.2 
percent of union hotel workers did not have a high school diploma, 47.9 
percent were immigrants and 63.8 percent were non-white.   

 
• As of May 2002, hotel jobs had not recovered from the combined effects of 

the recession and the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks.  From March 2001 (the 
beginning of the recession) through May 2002, hotel industry employment 
declined by 122,000 jobs, or 6.4 percent.  Of those lost jobs, 63,000 were lost 
after September 2001.   

 
• Unless carefully designed, “work-first” welfare reform has the potential to 

drive down the wages of all low-wage workers, trap workers in jobs from 
which there is little opportunity to advance or promote the cycling of workers 
from one low-wage job to another.  These concerns are especially important 
for the hotel industry, where many workers already earn poverty- level wages, 
wages in major metropolitan areas are generally insufficient to support a 
single parent and child, turnover is already high and pathways of advancement 
are not equally available to all workers.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Hotel jobs can be improved by promoting “high road” hotel competition based 
on high productivity, high quality and innovation, and blocking “low road” 
competition based mainly on low costs (including low wages) and little 
attention to productivity or quality.  Policies that can accomplish this are: 
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o providing government and foundation support to multi-employer 
partnerships that are dedicated to raising job quality and creating 
meaningful career ladders for hotel workers; 

 
o directly raising wages at the bottom through a higher minimum wage, 

living wage laws and job quality standards attached to economic 
development subsidies; 

 
o protecting workers’ right to form and join unions;  
 
o integrating education, training, workforce development and career path 

development more fully into welfare reform;  
 
o requiring employers to provide equal hourly wages and benefits for part-

time and full- time workers doing equivalent work; and  
 
o obtaining government funding of detailed industry data collection for 

regions where hotels are especially important to the local economy. 
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Introduction 
 
This report presents a profile of the hotel industry from the point of view of those who work 
in the industry.  It describes the industry’s patterns of business organization and competition, 
jobs, workers, union representation and geographic composition and how these patterns have 
changed over the last two decades.  It also shows how the industry fared in the recent 
recession and in the aftermath of the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks.   
 
Why a report on a single industry?  The kinds of labor market outcomes that matter for 
public policy—such as wages, wage gaps between the rich and the poor, productivity, and 
overall job quality—come about largely because of competitive decisions that businesses 
make.  Most business competition occurs within industries.  The effects of public policies 
designed to change labor market outcomes can differ by industry, depending on the nature of 
competition in each industry.  To understand how public policies affect jobs and to 
understand what kinds of policies can improve jobs, it is important to understand industries. 
 
There are two broad ways in which businesses may choose to compete.  They may take the 
“high road,” competing primarily on the basis of high productivity, high-quality products or 
services and innovation.  Or they may take the “low road,” gaining competitive advantage 
mainly through low costs, including low wages, and paying little or no systematic attention to 
productivity or quality.  The high road makes good jobs possible, while the low road makes 
them impossible.  Too often, though, public debates about the high road and low road remain 
at a very abstract level.  As a result, they are less useful for public policy than they could be.  
Focusing on particular industries makes it possible to understand just what the high and low 
roads are in practice.  With this understanding, it is possible to formulate public policies that 
can pave the high road and block the low road. 
 
Why the hotel industry?  Hotel jobs are generally low-wage jobs, and they have grown faster 
than all U.S. jobs taken together over the last two decades.  Rapid growth of an industry that 
has many low-wage jobs provides jobs for workers with little formal education or training, 
including some people leaving welfare, but it may also widen the gap between rich and poor 
and indicate that low-road competition is an important problem in the industry.  Hotels have 
also been key to many recent central city economic development projects and have often 
received public economic development subsidies.  The use of public funds to subsidize hotel 
development raises questions about whether those funds are being spent to create low-quality 
jobs or to encourage economic development based on low-road competitive strategies.  The 
hotel industry should be of special interest to anyone who is concerned about: 
 

o the well-being of low-wage workers, 
 

o the causes and consequences of wage inequality in the United States, 
 

o the kinds of jobs that are available to people leaving welfare, or 
 

o the kinds of jobs that are being created by companies that receive public 
subsidies for economic development. 

 
Except where specifically noted, all data in this report pertain to the hotel and motel industry 
(standard industrial classification 701).  We refer to this industry as the “hotel industry.”  
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Except where specifically indicated, our data pertain to all hotels and motels in all parts of 
the United States and to all hotel and motel employees, regardless of occupation.  The tables 
and figures in the report are based mainly on data from U.S. government sources.  We use the 
Current Population Survey (CPS) outgoing rotation groups (ORG) for most wage and 
detailed workforce data.  We use other Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) sources for overall 
employment and some wage data.  All dollar figures shown are adjusted for inflation and 
expressed in year 2000 dollars (i.e., the buying power of wages at year 2000 prices).  Except 
where otherwise noted, we make inflation adjustments using the CPI-U and CPI-U-X1, 
consumer price indices published by the Bureau of Labor Statistics.  Our wage measures may 
not include tips for tipped workers, such as waiters and waitresses, bartenders and bellhops. 
 
In making long-term comparisons over time, we compare the years 1979, 1989, 1995 and 
2000,  where data permit; where data do not permit these comparisons, we may omit some 
years, substitute other years, or combine data for multiple years.  (We avoid the years 1980-
82 and 1990-91, which were recession years.  Industry and job patterns during recessions can 
be very different than those that exist during periods of economic growth. Comparing periods 
of recession with periods of growth can be misleading if the purpose is to examine long-term 
trends.) 
 
An Overview of the Hotel Industry 
 
This section sets the stage for the in-depth data that occupy most of our report.  It explains 
how the hotel industry is organized and describes some of the competitive forces at work in 
the industry.  It also explains how hotel work is organized and describes some of the 
opportunities and challenges that exist for efforts to improve the quality of hotel jobs.   
 
High Road and Low Road: Industrial Organization and Patterns of Competition 
 
At the beginning of the twentieth century, the hotel industry was characterized by small, 
independent operators. With the rise of the automobile, the increase in long-distance travel, 
and a growing supply of better-educated labor, national chains emerged on the scene.  
According to one analyst, “Chains . . . allow customers to interact with the same organization 
when traveling across country, which reduces . . . uncertainty and improves the expectation 
of good service from patronizing a hotel.”1  Chains grew much faster than the industry as a 
whole.  In 1900, less than one percent of hotels rooms were part of a chain-owned hotel.  By 
1930, chains owned 15 percent and by 1980, that figure was more than 50 percent.2   
 
The rise of the hotel chain created new opportunities in the industry by creating 
administrative structures that required new occupations.  The national chain as a dominant 
form was not possible until a supply of managers and specialized workers could be 
developed.  When that happened, it made possible a division between management and 
ownership.  With the presence of enough professional managers, management companies 
could be formed.  These companies sold their management expertise to hotel owners without 
having to own hotels.  At the same time, real estate investors could enter the market without 
recruiting staff and managing operations themselves.  Local investors could reap returns on 
their properties by utilizing the expertise and reputation of “brand-name” management 
companies whose names appeared on the properties.   
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The separation of hotel ownership and management helped fuel the growth of both the 
industry and the chain.  Freed of management responsibility, large numbers of both public 
and private investors could enter the industry.  Management companies could grow and 
develop expertise without raising funds to buy or build hotel properties.  In this environment, 
chains, which had the administrative apparatus to move quickly to meet the demands of real 
estate investors interested in developing hotels, grew faster than individually owned and 
operated hotels. 
 
When the real estate boom of the 1980s ended with the recession of 1990-91, the hotel 
market had become saturated.  The early 1990s were a time of reorientation and retrenchment 
in the industry.  Chains lost ground; their market share fell to 45.9 percent of properties by 
1990.3 
 
With the development bust of the early 1990s, competition between hotel management 
companies increased as fewer new properties were coming online.  Power in the owner-
management company relationship shifted toward owners.  Owners gained more power to 
negotiate fees, utilize incentive fees, incorporate performance standards into contracts and 
develop exit clauses for poor performance.  Management companies compensated by 
consolidating, which thinned the field and shifted some bargaining power back to them.4 
The mid-1990s saw a reinvigoration of the chain form, spurred by a rash of mergers and 
acquisitions as companies reoriented in order to adjust to changed market conditions and 
chains began rapid development of new properties (figure 1).  The chain is now clearly the 
dominant form in the industry, in 2000, representing 60 percent of the properties, 68.9 
percent of the rooms, and 69 percent of the market (table 1). 
 
 
Table 1.  Market Shares of Chains and Independents, 

1990-2000  
Percent of properties  
  1990 2000 
Chains    45.9%    60.0% 
Independents  54.1 40.0 
Percent of rooms  
Chains 61.2 68.9 
Independents  38.8 31.1 
Percent of room revenue 
Chains 62.6 69.0 
Independents  37.4 31.0 
Source: Smith Travel Research, 2001. 
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Figure 1.  New Property Construction, 1990-2000
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Source: Smith Travel Research, 2001. 
 
Despite the industry’s retrenchment in the early 1990s, hotel employment grew by nearly 50 
percent between 1984 and 2000, adding close to 600,000 jobs.  Expansion of the nation’s 
transportation infrastructure facilitated tourism and business travel, helping to fuel much of 
the industry’s growth.  In the 1990s alone, the amount spent by U.S. residents on travel grew 
by 29 percent.5   
 
The industry’s contribution to the nation’s gross domestic product was a modest 0.9 percent 
in 1999, up from 0.7 percent in 1987.  In states that are major tourist destinations, though, 
hotels account for a much larger share of the economy.  For example, hotels account for 5.4 
percent of the gross state product of Hawaii and 15.1 percent of the gross state product of 
Nevada.6  
 
The recession that began in March 2001 chilled development in the industry;  its continuing 
effects on the industry will influence short-term growth opportunities for management 
companies.  In the absence of large numbers of new hotels, those companies will need to 
improve productivity to maintain their profit margins.   
 
The  United States is unlikely to see renewed growth in the number of hotels or in the 
number of hotel jobs until the economy recovers strongly or opportunities are created by 
public investment in downtown economic development.  The increase in tourism and 
business-related travel has made the hotel industry a target for public investment as part of 
comprehensive economic development plans to revitalize downtown areas.  
 
Market Segments 
 
Students of the hotel industry often distinguish between different market segments in the 
industry.  In this report, we divide the market into five segments that differ in price and 
service quality: upper-upscale, upscale, midscale with food and beverage service, midscale 
without food and beverage service, and economy.  Hotels in the upper segments are usually 
large and often located in central cities or resort areas.  They serve business and convention 
travelers and middle- to high- income tourists, who are more responsive to variations in 
service quality than to variations in price.  Hotels in the lower segments are usually smaller, 
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often (although not always) located in suburbs or along major highways and serve travelers 
who are more responsive to variations in price than to variations in service quality. 7 
 
High Road and Low Road Competitive Strategies 
 
Like firms in other industries, hotels may compete using high road or low road strategies.  In 
the hotel industry, low road competition is characterized by developing marginal hotel 
property (in most cases this means hotels not in prime locations, or properties in prime 
locations but utilizing older, less well maintained building stock), little investment in 
regularly remodeling and upgrading property, offering rooms at a lower price but delivering 
fewer in-room amenities and offering few on-site attractions.   
 
The high road involves competition primarily on the basis of service quality.  In the hotel 
industry, this means developing property in prime locations (including the downtown 
locations that are currently the targets of much publicly subsidized economic development) 
and regularly investing in the upkeep and upgrade of the property.  High road hotels charge 
high room rates, but they use amenities and strong customer service, along with on-site 
attractions (such as restaurants, lounges, conference space, gift shops, and concierge service) 
to draw customers in and provide incentives for them to spend. 
 
High road competition may be more likely in the upper segments of the industry, low road 
competition in the lower segments.  However, managers in all market segments operate 
within a spectrum between the two extremes of pure high road and pure low road 
competition.  Hotels operating in the limited-service segments must distinguish themselves 
from other low-cost providers by providing better service, and hoteliers in the upper-upscale 
and upscale segments must still strive to reduce costs to maximize profits.  The greater 
amount and quality of service in the upper market segments allow hotel companies to 
demand premium prices and reward investment more directly, making a high road strategy 
easier to pursue in these segments. 
 
To the extent that high road competitive strategies require investment in hotel workers’ skills, 
the major method that owners and managers use to measure productivity may work against 
the high road.  The industry’s primary measure of productivity is revenue per available room 
(RevPAR), a fact that reveals the importance of capital investment in the industry.  RevPAR 
is a measure of capital productivity, the amount of hotel services produced per “unit” of 
physical plant in hotels.  It does not directly measure labor productivity, the amount of hotel 
services produced per hour worked by hotel employees.  For this reason, it only captures the 
value of labor indirectly.  Since RevPAR does not directly measure labor productivity, it does 
not directly capture the value of investment in the hotel workforce.  Because RevPAR equals 
the product of the average daily rate (the price of a hotel room) and the hotel room 
occupancy rate, owners’ and managers’ focus on RevPAR leads them to view high room 
prices and high occupancy rates as keys to success.  This may distract managers from 
improving the effectiveness of their internal operations (including their workforce), pointing 
them instead toward innovation in pricing and marketing.  
 
For example, the costs associated with turnover do not appear in RevPAR.  To the extent that 
reduced turnover leads to higher room rates or occupancy rates as a result of higher service 
quality, RevPAR captures some of the benefits of reduced turnover to hotel employers.  
However, RevPAR obscures the costs of a highly transient workforce because it does not 
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reflect costs other than availability of capital (the rooms).  Reducing turnover would reduce 
the costs of training, hiring, and recruitment.  This would reduce labor costs by reducing the 
amount of labor needed for training, hiring, and recruitment.  Turnover reductions would, 
therefore, be likely to have a greater impact on labor productivity than on RevPAR. 
 
An examination of changes in the composition of revenue in hotels shows that guest rooms 
accounted for an increasing share of total revenue during the 1990s, reinforcing owners’ and 
managers’ focus on RevPAR.  Between 1992 and 1997, the percentage of revenue generated 
by room rental went from 59.3 percent to 73 percent (table 2).  Sales of meals and alcoholic 
beverages for consumption on the premises dropped while the purchase of packaged items 
increased slightly.  This could be due to the growth of the industry in the limited-service 
segments and to outsourcing or closure of some hotel restaurants during the 1990s.  Limited-
service establishments do not offer on-site food and beverage operations or other 
supplementary revenue-generating services.  It seems probable that the shift in the share of 
revenue toward room rental can be attributed to the increase in the relative sizes of those 
segments.   
 
 
 

Table 2.  Sources of Hotel Revenue, 1992-1997  
 (Merchandise line as percent of total revenue) 

  1992 1997 
Guestroom or unit rentals  59.3%     73.0% 
Sales of meals and nonalcoholic beverages 15.9 14.4 
Sales of alcoholic beverages for consumption on premises 4.6 3.4 
Sales of packaged liquor, wine or beer 0.1 0.5 
Sales of other merchandise 1.4 1.5 
Telephone service charges  1.5 1.8 
Gaming receipts 12.8 2.6 
Rental of public rooms  0.7 1.0 
Other receipts from customers 3.8 3.8 
Source: Economic Census, 1997. 
 
 
 
Work Organization and Workforce Development Opportunities 
 
The growth of the industry has meant the growth of many entry- level jobs.  Housekeeping 
(maids and housemen) is the largest occupation in the industry, making up about 22 percent 
of total hotel employment.  Food service workers, waiters and waitresses, buspersons and 
bartenders represent 10 percent of hotel employment.  These jobs are characterized by 
relatively low skill requirements for entry.  Housekeeping is particularly attractive to new 
immigrants, likely because the low-level of customer interaction puts less pressure on 
English proficiency at the point of entry. 
 
There is very little occupational advancement within the hotel industry.  For each of the 
largest hotel occupations, figure 2 (page 12) shows the percentage of hotel workers in that 
occupation in any one year during the late 1990s who moved to other large hotel occupations 
the following year.  (The data are for the years 1995-96, 1996-97, 1997-98, 1998-99 and 
1999-2000 combined and include only workers who worked in hotels in both the initial and 
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final years of any of these two-year periods.)  Figure 2 shows a link between two hotel 
occupations only if at least 10 percent of those who worked in one of the occupations moved 
to the other occupation the following year.  The absence of a link in figure 2 may mean either 
that few workers who stay in the hotel industry leave the occupation in the course of one year 
or that many leave the occupation but are not concentrated in a small number of “destination” 
occupations.  At least two-thirds of all workers in each of the occupations shown in figure 2 
remain in that occupation the following year, except for clerks (65.3 percent remain in the 
occupation a year later), janitors (42.3 percent remain after a year) and buspersons (39.1 
percent remain after a year).    
 
Figure 2 shows that the major path of advancement within the hotel industry is from line 
occupations to supervisory jobs (which cannot be identified precisely using the CPS, but 
many of which are likely to be included among “other occupations”) and then into 
management.  The percentages of workers who move from line occupations to “other 
occupations” in a one-year period vary greatly among occupations.  About 38 percent of 
janitors who stay in the hotel industry move into “other occupations” within a one-year 
period, but only about 11 percent of personal service workers, and even smaller percentages 
of laundry workers, maids, and bartenders do so.  Nearly 13 percent of workers in “other 
occupations” become managers within a one-year period.  Clerks are the only line occupation 
with a major direct path of advancement into management; nearly 13 percent of clerks 
become managers within a year.   
                                                                                                                         
Other than advancement into supervisory or management jobs, there is little upward mobility 
for line workers within the industry.  Even among functionally related occupations (such as 
food and beverage occupations or cleaning occupations), there is little upward mobility.  For 
example, buspersons are not very likely to become bartenders or cooks within a one-year 
period; nor are laundry workers or maids very likely to become janitors.  (The fact that there 
are so many maids and housemen—22 percent of all hotel workers—and so few janitors—
only 2.4 percent of all hotel workers (as figure 5 shows)—makes it especially difficult for 
maids and housemen to become janitors.)  Mobility across functional lines (for example, 
between cleaning occupations and food and beverage occupations) is also rare. 
 
An important feature of hotel jobs is the division between “front-of-the-house” and “back-of-
the-house” jobs.  A high level of interaction with the customers characterizes front-of- the-
house jobs and many of the occupations are tipped jobs (for example, bartender, waiter and 
waitress, and some personal service occupations, such as valet and doorman).  When tips are 
included, these jobs often pay better than non-tipped jobs with similar or even somewhat 
higher hourly wages.  (The wages shown in figure 2 may not include tips.)  Back-of-the-
house jobs, such as busperson and laundry worker, require less public interaction and 
generally command lower wages, even when they require similar levels of skill.  For reasons 
noted later in this section, it is generally difficult for workers to move from back-of-the-
house to front-of-the-house jobs.  However, a relatively large percentage of buspersons 
(about 30 percent) moves into table-  
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 Figure 2.  Major Career Paths in the Hotel Industry in Late 1990s 
 

 

Note: Percentages shown are percentages of those who worked in the “sending” occupation in one year who moved to 
the “receiving” occupation the following year.  Only percentages of 10 percent or more are shown and only workers 
who worked in the hotel industry in both years are included.  Arrows indicate direction of mobility.  Median wages 
shown are hourly wages expressed in 2000 dollars. 
 
Source: WAI analysis of CPS ORG matched records, 1995-956, 1996-97, 1997-98, 1998-99, and 1999-2000 combined.  
Only workers who worked in hotels during both the initial and final years of any of these two-year periods are included.  
Data for multiple years were combined because the CPS does not have enough observations for all relevant occupations 
to permit reliable estimates for a single year.   
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waiting within a one-year period (and a somewhat smaller percentage of waiters and 
waitresses become buspersons).  The relatively large amount of movement from laundry to 
housekeeping jobs may also reflect the fact that maids and housemen sometimes receive tips, 
while laundry workers do not. 
 
Among all the major hotel occupations, housekeeping and laundry work seem to have the 
lowest job quality, as measured by wages and frequency of movement into higher-wage 
occupations.  Hourly wages in both occupations are low, prospects for movement into 
supervisory or management jobs are very limited and tips, where they exist, are probably 
smaller than for waiters and waitresses or bartenders.  Although housekeeping may lend itself 
to enhancements through training and process improvement, it appears to be very difficult to 
create meaningful career ladders for housekeepers within housekeeping departments.  
Housekeeping departments are hierarchically relatively flat and the occupations above the 
line- level are getting smaller, as hotel managers try to thin monitoring functions.  
Inspectresses are being used less, if the occupation is not eliminated. Housekeepers can 
readily move into only a few supervisory or managerial positions.  In the hotels examined in 
a recent in-depth study, line supervisors constituted 1 to 5 percent of the staff in the 
housekeeping department, senior managers constituted 1 to 3 percent, and the inspectress 
position had been eliminated altogether in seven of the eight hotels.8  In addition, because 
housekeeping is the largest occupation in the industry, it is likely to be difficult to create 
career ladders for housekeepers to move easily into other departments. 
 
Some hotel departments where career ladders may not now exist could create them.9  A 
career path for housekeepers would likely depend on building bridges into one of those 
departments.  The food and beverage area has a number of different occupations at the entry 
level (e.g., dishwashers, food preparation workers, buspersons), at higher non-supervisory 
levels (cooks, bartenders, cocktail waitresses, servers, banquet servers), at supervisory levels 
(sous chefs, banquet captains) and at the management level (executive chefs, restaurant 
managers).  The front desk/hotel service department also has entry- level positions (such as 
doormen and valets) that could lead to jobs as front desk clerks.  This career ladder could 
then be linked to the existing ladder by which clerks become managers (possibly with an 
intermediate stint as line supervisors).  
 
The creation of career paths between departments and between back-of-the-house and front-
of-the-house jobs faces important obstacles.  As this report will show, immigrant workers 
often fill back-of-the-house jobs.  Managers often point to a lack of English fluency and 
people skills as reasons why people do not move up in the industry.  A recent study found 
that managers “pigeonholed” housekeepers and other low-wage workers into their jobs.  
Managers had no incentive to move workers from back-of-the-house to front-of-the-house 
jobs particularly not to move housekeepers into other departments.10 
 
Aside from management preferences, the demand for English fluency and training in 
interpersonal and problem-solving skills points to a need for workforce development 
interventions.  These interventions are most likely to take hold where the structure of the 
industry creates opportunities that will support success in the form of career advancement 
and wage increases.  They are most possible in the higher segments of the industry.  Larger 
hotels with higher levels of service and full-service food and beverage operations have a 
greater potential payoff for investment in worker skills, as well as the revenue to support 
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higher wages and the occupational structure (many entry- level occupations and more tiers in 
the hierarchy) to support more extensive opportunities for upward mobility.11 
 
One of the industry’s most widely acknowledged challenges is turnover.  Estimates of 
turnover rate vary widely (from 51.7 percent to 152 percent per year) for line- level 
employees but in all cases, the turnover rate is high. 12  Estimates of the cost of turnover also 
vary widely, from $3,000 per employee to $13,000 per employee.13 
 
In an American Hotel Foundation (AHF) survey of hotel employees, respondents identified 
the five top internal causes of turnover as pay, communication problems, lack of 
advancement opportunity, lack of recognition for a job well done and poor conflict 
management.  Employees identified the top five external causes as better pay elsewhere,  
better wages in other industries, low unemployment, a strong regional economy and low 
quality of employees overall.14 
 
The reasons cited for turnover (low wages, lack of career opportunity, conflict, etc.) are all 
problems that can be the focus of workforce development initiatives.  It seems likely that 
workforce development initiatives could benefit workers and employers in a way that raises 
productivity, which would create a foundation for improved wages in the industry.  Higher 
wages, in turn, would reduce labor turnover, further increasing productivity.  Respondents to 
the AHF survey identified five remedies for turnover: provide recognition for a job well 
done, select employees carefully, correct communication problems, improve opportunities 
for employees to share their opinions about how work is done and improve training.15  
Workforce development programs exist that focus on improving recruitment, providing pre-
hire and on-the-job training and promoting conflict resolution on the job.  These could be 
expanded and reproduced elsewhere. 
 
In the era of work-first welfare reform, the industry has attracted the interest of workforce 
development practitioners because (1) it provides many entry-level jobs that offer a starting 
place for workers with lower skills, new immigrants, and workers re-entering the workforce 
and (2) in many places it provides employee benefits.  In order to be a good workforce 
development target, however, the industry will have to improve the quality of jobs 
throughout the industry at the same time that it builds bridges from entry- level jobs to higher-
skilled, better-paying occupations.  The hotel industry allows a starting point where workers 
could potentially obtain additional training.Workers could take adult basic education and 
English for speakers of other languages without having to quit their jobs, but the industry 
rarely provides these opportunities to workers.  The industry’s scarcity of family-sustaining 
jobs (documented later in this report), high rates of turnover and scarcity of actual (as 
opposed to potential) career ladders are problems that must be solved if hotel jobs are to 
become a route to self-sufficiency for people leaving welfare.   
 
 
The Jobs 
 
This section paints a statistical picture of hotel jobs—their employment levels, wages, 
benefits, hours, occupational composition, health and safety record and other job 
characteristics—and shows how those jobs have changed over the last two decades.  Job 
quality in the hotel industry is high in some respects and low in others.  On the positive side: 
Job growth and wage growth in the industry have been relatively strong; few hotel workers 
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work 45 or more hours per week; occupational illness and fatality rates are low and hotel 
workers have average rates of occupational and industry turnover.  On the negative side: 
Hotel wages are low; employee benefits have been falling; many jobs are part-time and many 
part-time workers would prefer full-time work; job turnover is high; occupational injury rates 
are high and workers in some major hotel occupations face wage cuts when their work is 
outsourced to restaurants or building service companies.  The wage gap between high- and 
low-wage hotel workers is lower than for the United States as a whole but higher than in 
some other low-wage industries and, as in the nation as a whole, it has grown over the last 
two decades. 
 
Hotel Employment Gre w Rapidly Over Last Two Decades 
 
The U.S. hotel industry employs about 1.8 million people.  This amounts to 1.4 percent of all 
workers in the United States, a figure that has remained relatively stable over the last decade 
and a half.  Hotel employment grew much faster than U.S. total employment over the entire 
period 1984-2000, reflecting the major expansion of hotels in the 1980s.  From 1984 to 2000, 
hotel employment increased by nearly 600,000.  In the early 1990s, a time of industry 
retrenchment, hotel employment grew more slowly than U.S. total employment, but still 
added about 50,000 jobs.  In the late 1990s, hotel employment grew slightly faster than U.S. 
total employment.  (See table 3.) 
 
Source: WAI analysis of BLS ES-202 data.  1984 data used because 1979 data are not available for this data series. 

 
Hotels Are More Than Twice as Large as Average U.S. Business Establishment 
 
The average hotel employs more than twice as many people as the average U.S. business 
establishment (figure 3).  In 2000, the average hotel employed 36 people, while the average 
U.S. establishment employed 16 people.  Hotel size (that is, the average number of 
employees per establishment) grew in the 1980s (along with industry expansion) to a peak of 
38 people per establishment.  It then fell in the early 1990s to 35 (with industry 
retrenchment) and has remained fairly stable since 1995.  In contrast, overall U.S. 
establishment size fell throughout the 1980s and early 1990s, from 18 to 16.  Since 1995, 
average U.S. establishment size has remained steady at 16. 

Table 3.  Employment in Hotel Industry and Entire U.S., 1984-2000 
 Hotel 

employment 
Total U.S. employment Hotel employment as percent of total U.S. 

employment 
1984 1,224,293 93,607,600    1.3% 
1989 1,552,923 107,037,200 1.5 
1995 1,605,064 115,487,800 1.4 
1999 1,772,191 127,042,282 1.4 
2000 1,812,915 129,877,063 1.4 
Percent change 
1984-2000    48.1%     38.7%  
1989-2000 16.7 21.3  
1995-2000 12.9 12.5  
1999-2000 2.3 2.2  
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Figure 3.   Average Establishment Size for Hotels and All U.S. Business Establishments, 
1984-2000
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Source:  WAI analysis of BLS ES-202 data. 
 
Hotel Workers Earn 72 Cents for Every Dollar Earned by U.S. Workers Overall 
 
Hotels are a low-wage industry.  In 2000, the median wage of hotel workers was $8.62 per 
hour (table 4).  This median wage is for all hotel and motel employees in the United States 
regardless of location or occupation.  The median is the wage earned by someone who falls 
right in the middle of all wage-earners.  Half of all hotel workers earn more than the median 
wage and half earn less.  The median wage is a better measure than the average wage of what 
a typical worker earns, since the median wage, unlike the average wage, is not influenced by 
the wages of a few very highly paid workers.  Our analysis of CPS ORG data shows that, in 
2000, only 28.6 percent of all U.S. workers earned less per hour than the median hotel 
worker.  Hotel workers’ median wage was about 72 percent of that of all U.S. workers in 
2000, up from 66 percent in 1979.  These wages may not include tips.16   
 
Hotel workers’ wages fell during the 1980s, while all U.S. workers’ wages rose slightly 
during that decade.  During the early 1990s, though, hotel workers received raises while all 
U.S. workers took pay cuts.  The late 1990s were a period of progress for hotel workers’ 
wages, as they were for the wages of U.S. workers and low-wage U.S. workers generally. 17  
Both hotel workers and all U.S. workers received raises in the late 1990s, but hotel workers 
received larger percentage raises.  Because of their faster growth throughout the 1990s, hotel 
wages grew faster than all U.S. workers’ wages during the last two decades and the last 
decade as a whole.  Some of the growth of hotel workers’ wages may be due to the increase 
in the percentage of managers and the decrease in the percentage of waiters and waitresses 
(whose hourly wages, excluding tips, are low) in the hotel workforce.  Still, hotel workers’ 
median hourly wage was $3.41 below the median for all U.S. workers in 2000.  
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Table 4.  Median Hourly Wages in Hotel Industry and Entire United States, 
 1979-2000 (2000 dollars) 

 Hotel workers All U.S. 
workers 

Percent 
change 

Hotel workers All U.S. 
workers 

1979        $7.74       $11.73 1979-2000    11.4%    2.6% 
1989 7.59 11.77 1989-2000 13.6 2.2 
1995 7.72 11.41 1995-2000 11.7 5.4 
1999 8.55 12.02 1999-2000 0.8 0.1 
2000 8.62 12.03    

Source: WAI analysis of CPS ORG data. 
 
Gap Between High and Low Earners in Hotel Industry Is Growing 
 
Wage inequality has been growing in the hotel industry over the last two decades, as it has 
been in the national economy.  The gap between the wages of high-wage and low-wage 
earners in the hotel industry was higher in 2000 than in any of the previous years for which 
we report data (table 5).  (We define low-wage hotel workers as those who earn less than 90 
percent of all hotel workers and more than 10 percent.  High-wage hotel workers are those 
who earn more than 90 percent of all hotel workers and less than 10 percent.  Our findings 
about wage inequality in the hotel industry pertain to all hotel and motel employees in the 
United States, regardless of occupation or location; they do not pertain to inequality within 
individual companies or establishments.)   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

*Low-wage earners are defined as those who earn more than 10 percent of all hotel workers and less than 90 
percent. 
**High-wage earners are defined as those who earn more than 90 percent of all hotel workers and less than 10 
percent. 
Source: WAI analysis of CPS ORG data. 
 
 
Low-wage hotel workers have not yet made up their losses since 1979, while their high-wage 
counterparts now earn $2.62 more per hour than in 1979.  The high-wage/low-wage gap in 
hotels grew from 1979 through 1995.  During the 1980s, this growth was due to the fact that 
low-wage earners’ wages fell faster than those of high-wage earners.  During the early 1990s, 
it was due to that fact that high-wage earners’ wage growth outpaced that of low-wage 

Table 5.  Median Hourly Wages of High- and Low-Wage Earners  
 in Hotel Industry, 1979-2000 (2000 dollars) 

 High-wage 
earners* 

Low-wage 
earners** 

 

High-wage earners’ wage as percent 
of low-wage earners’ wage 

1979      $14.87       $6.21    240% 
1989 14.38 4.83 298 
1995 15.97 4.97 321 
1999 17.49 5.48 319 
2000 18.05 5.56 325 
Percent change 
1979-2000   21.4%   -10.5%  
1989-2000 25.5 15.1  
1995-2000 13.0 11.9  
1999-2000 3.2   1.5  
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earners.  The gap fell from 1995-99, reflecting faster wage growth among low-wage earners, 
a phenomenon that also occurred in the U.S. economy as a whole.18  It then rose from 1999-
2000 because of faster wage growth at the top.   
 
Hotels have a larger high-wage to low-wage gap than several other low-wage industries with 
comparable median wage levels.  Table 6 compares the wages of high-, median and low-
wage earners in the hotel industry with those of workers in eight other industries whose 
median wages are within one dollar per hour of the hotel median wage ($8.62 per hour) and 
with those of U.S. workers as a whole.  Among the eight comparison industries, the gap 
between high- and low-wage earners was higher in hotels than in any other industry except 
apparel manufacturing.  (The comparison includes all employees in each industry, regardless 
of occupation or location.) 
 
However, the wage gap between high- and low-wage workers is smaller in the hotel industry 
than in the U.S. economy as a whole.  In comparing the wages of hotel workers with those of 
their counterparts in the U.S. economy as a whole, it is important to keep in mind that hotel 
wages are lower than those of U.S. workers in general.  In 2000, high-wage hotel workers 
(those who earned more than 90 percent of all hotel workers) earned more than only 73.9 
percent of all U.S. workers.  Low-wage hotel workers (those who earned more than 10 
percent of all hotel workers) earned more than only 5.7 percent of all U.S. workers.  The 
median hotel worker earned more than only 28.6 percent of all U.S. workers. 
 

Table 6.  Hourly Wages of High-, Median and Low-Wage Earners  
in Selected Industries and Entire United States,  2000 (2000 dollars) 

 
Low-wage 
earners* 

Median 
wage 

High-wage 
earners** 

High-wage earners’ wage 
 as percent of low-wage earners’ wage 

Meat products manufacturing      $6.47      $9.37     $15.34     237% 
Nursing homes 5.96 9.04 18.71 314 
Hotels 5.56 8.62 18.05 325 
Building services 5.52 8.14 15.46 280 
Apparel and other finished 
textile products 5.37 8.14 17.64 328 
Laundry, cleaning and garment 
services 5.63 8.06 15.80 281 
Department stores  5.81 7.94 15.59 268 
Grocery stores 5.42 7.77 16.48                                304 
Child care 5.28 7.69 15.93 301 
Entire U.S. (all U.S. workers) 6.11      12.03 27.13 444 

*Low-wage earners in an industry are defined as those who earn more than 10 percent of all workers in the 
industry and less than 90 percent.  Low-wage earners in the entire United States are defined as those who earn 
more than 10 percent of all U.S. workers and less than 90 percent. 
**High-wage earners in an industry are defined as those who earn more than 90 percent of all workers in the 
industry and less than 10 percent.  High-wage earners in the entire United States are defined as those who earn 
more than 90 percent of all U.S. workers and less than 10 percent. 
Source: WAI analysis of CPS ORG data. 
 
Poverty Wages More Common in Hotel Industry Than in United States Overall 
 
One way to measure the adequacy of wages is to determine whether a person who works full-
time throughout the year (2,080 hours per year) can earn more than the federal poverty level 
for a two-adult, two-child family.  In 2000, a full- time, full-year worker had to earn at least 



 

   24

$8.40 per hour to exceed that poverty level, which was $17,463 per year.  Not all workers 
who earned less than $8.40 per hour lived in poverty, since some could have exceeded the 
poverty level by relying on the earnings of other family members, working more than one job 
or working longer than regular full-time hours.  Therefore, the share of workers who earned a 
poverty wage is greater than the share who actually lived in poverty.  Nevertheless, the 
poverty wage share is a useful way of measuring whether wages are sufficient to support a 
minimal standard of living. 
 
The share of hotel workers earning a poverty wage (less than $8.40 per hour in 2000 dollars) 
is greater than the share for all U.S. workers.  However, the gap has narrowed because hotel 
workers’ poverty wage share fell faster than that of all U.S. workers (figure 4).  As noted 
above, these wage data may not include tips.  They represent the wages of all hotel and motel 
employees in the United States, regardless of location or occupation. 
 
In 1979, 57 percent of all hotel workers earned poverty wages, compared to 27 percent of all 
U.S. workers.  After rising in the 1980s and falling in the 1990s, the poverty wage share for 
hotel workers was 47 percent in 2000.  For all U.S. workers, the share rose in the 1980s and 
early 1990s and fell only in the late 1990s, a period of progress for low-wage workers 
generally.  For all U.S. workers, the share was the same in 2000 as in 1979. 

Figure 4.   Percentage of Workers Earning Poverty Wages, 1979-2000
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Managers Make Up a Growing Proportion of Hotel Employment 
 
Our analysis of CPS ORG data shows that managers’ share of hotel employment rose from 
16.0 percent in the late 1980s (1985-89) to 18.3 percent in the late 1990s (1996-2000), while 
waiters’  and waitresses’ share of hotel employment declined dramatically (7.4 percent to 4.5 
percent).  The latter change could be due to the outsourcing or closing of some hotel 
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restaurants.  Otherwise, occupational composition has not changed much since the late 
1980s.  The largest hotel industry occupations in the late 1990s were maids and housemen 
(more than one in five hotel workers), managers (18 percent), clerks (9 percent) and cooks 
and personal service workers (about 5 percent each) (figure 5). 
 

Figure 5.   Occupational Composition of the Hotel Workforce, Late 1990s
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*Includes waiters(4.5), 
buspersons(3.2), and 
bartenders(1.9).
**Includes janitors(2.4) and 
laundry workers(1.5).

Source: WAI Analysis of CPS ORG data.
 

Workers in Low-Wage Food Service Jobs Got Largest Percentage Raises in Last 
Decade  
 
Waiters and waitresses had the lowest wages of major hotel occupations in the late 1990s, 
earning just above $6.00 per hour (table 7).  (Because our data may not include tips, they 
understate the take-home pay of waiters and waitresses, as well as of workers in other tipped 
occupations.)  Buspersons, maids and housemen and laundry workers also had low wages, all 
earning on average $6.59 per hour.  Managers in hotels earned more than twice as much as 
these low-wage workers.  Cooks had the highest wages among major non-managerial 
occupations.  Buspersons (13.2 percent), waiters and waitresses (11.0 percent), and managers 
(9.7 percent) received the largest percentage raises from the late 1980s to the late 1990s.  
These workers also received the largest dollar raises during that period: $1.19 per hour for 
managers, 77 cents per hour for buspersons and 60 cents per hour for waiters and waitresses.  
Workers in other occupations received more modest wage increases in the 1990s, except for 
clerks and cooks, who lost ground. 
 
 

Table 7.  Median Hourly Wages in Selected Hotel Occupations  
 in Late 1980s and Late 1990s (2000 dollars) 

 Late 1980s* Late 1990s* Percent change, late 
1980s to late 1990s 
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Bartenders $6.99 $7.00      0.1% 
Buspersons 5.82 6.59 13.2 
Clerks 7.58 7.50 -1.1 
Cooks 9.03 9.00 -0.3 
Janitors 7.65 7.96 4.1 
Laundry workers 6.44 6.59 2.3 
Maids and housemen 6.24 6.59 5.6 
Managers 12.22 13.41 9.7 
Personal service workers 7.28 7.50                  3.0 
Waiters and waitresses  5.44 6.04 11.0 
Other occupations 8.96 9.07 1.2 
*Late 1980s=1985-1989 combined.  Late 1990s=1996-2000 combined. 
Source: WAI analysis of combined 1985-1989 and combined 1996-2000 CPS ORG data.  Data for multiple 
years were combined because the CPS does not have enough observations for all relevant occupations to permit 
reliable estimates for a single year. 
 
 
Wages Often Lower When Hotel Jobs Are Outsourced 
 
An important trend during the 1990s was outsourcing parts of hotel operations that hotel 
managers considered “non-core” or unprofitable, such as food and beverage services.19  
Through contracts or leases, hotels turned certain operations over to other companies that 
specialize in these services (e.g., hotel restaurants to restaurant companies, hotel cleaning to 
building services companies).  Comparing wages in major hotel occupations that may be 
subject to outsourcing shows that these wages are usually lower in industries taking over the 
outsourced functions than in the hotel industry (figure 6).  This is true for all major food and 
beverage occupations, as wages for those occupations are higher in hotels than in eating and 
drinking places.20  Likewise, wages for janitors are higher in the hotel industry than in the 
leading alternative industry, building services.  This is not true for maids and housemen, 
though.  This group earns more in building services than in the hotel industry.  However, the 
data presented  in our discussion of union-nonunion differences below show that union maids 
and housemen in the hotel industry earn more (median wage $8.79 per hour in 2000) than 
maids and housemen in the building services industry (median wage $7.40 per hour). 
 



 

   27

Figure 6.   Median Hourly Wages for Selected Hotel Occupations in Hotels
and Other Industries in Late 1990s (2000 dollars)
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Employee Benefits Have Fallen Since 1995 
 
Hotel workers’ wages grew faster than their employee benefits during the last two decades 
and during the last decade (table 8).  (These data cover all hotel and motel employees in the 
United States, including all locations and occupations.)  Since 1995, benefits actually fell 
even as wages rose.  As a percentage of total compensation, hotel workers’ benefits rose 
through the mid-1990s and fell after that; in 2000, the benefit share of compensation was 
slightly above its 1979 level.  All U.S. domestic industries experienced the same trends in the 
benefit share of compensation as hotels.  These findings are consistent with the growth rate 
of health insurance costs diminishing in the late 1990s due to managed care, and with the 
growth rate of pension costs shrinking due to a shift from defined benefit plans to defined 
contribution plans, which may be cheaper for employers.  Benefits are a lower share of total 
compensation for hotel workers (12.6 percent benefit share in 2000) than for all workers in 
U.S. domestic industries (15.3 percent benefit share.) 
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Table 8.  Annual Wages and Salaries, Benefits and Total Compensation  
per Full-Time Equivalent Employee (FTE), 1979-1999 (2000 dollars*) 

 

Total annual 
compensation 

per FTE, hotels 

Annual wages 
and salaries 

per FTE, hotels 

Annual benefits 
per FTE, 
hotels** 

Benefits as 
percent of 

compensation, 
hotels 

Benefits as 
percent of 

compensation, 
U.S. domestic 

industries 
1979        $22,754       $19,584   $3,170    13.9%    16.6% 
1989 24,455  20,986     3,469 14.2 17.6 
1995 26,313  22,019    4,294 16.3 18.1 
1999 27,817  24,232    3,585 12.9 15.7 
2000 28,153  24,605    3,548 12.6 15.3 
Annual percent change*** 
1979-99     1.0%    1.1%    0.5%   
1989-99 1.3 1.5 0.2   
1995-99 1.4 2.2 -3.7   

1998-99 1.2 1.5 -1.0   
*Adjusted for inflation using Personal Consumption Expenditure index for all items. 
**Benefits include health, pension, and other non-wage benefits, plus payroll taxes for Social Security, 
Medicare, unemployment insurance and other government social insurance programs. 
***Annual compound rate of growth. 
Source: WAI analysis of Bureau of Economic Analysis’ National Income and Product Accounts data. 
 
One in Five Hotel Workers Works Part -Time, One in Five Part-Time Hotel Workers 
Would Prefer Full-Time Work 
 
Compared to U.S. workers as a whole, hotel workers (including all hotel occupations and 
geographic locations) are more likely to work part-time and less likely to work long hours.  
About one in five hotel workers works part-time (defined as less than 35 hours per week on 
all jobs).  Hotel workers are slightly more likely to work part-time than U.S. workers as a 
whole (table 9).  The share of hotel workers working part-time was markedly lower in 2000 
than in 1979 (when it was nearly 25 percent).  In contrast, U.S. workers as a whole were 
slightly more likely to work part-time in 2000 than in 1979.   
 
If part-time work is defined more broadly to include workers who have more than one job 
and work 35 or more hours per week but do not usually work full-time, the share of hotel 
workers working part-time increases slightly to 23.1 percent in 2000, while the share of all 
U.S. workers working part-time rises to 21.0 percent.  Using this broader definition, the 
trends in part-time employment since 1995 for both hotel workers and all U.S. workers are 
the same as those we found using the definition above.  (Due to changes in the CPS in 1994, 
this broader definition cannot be applied for years prior to 1994.) 
 
Part-time hotel workers are almost twice as likely as part-timers in the United States as a 
whole to be working part-time involuntarily.  (That is, they would rather be working full-time 
but were working part-time for economic reasons such as inability to find a full- time job.)  
Our analysis of CPS ORG data shows tha t, in 2000, 20.9 percent of part-time hotel workers 
were involuntary part-timers.  Only 10.8 percent of all U.S. part-time workers were 
involuntary part-timers. 
About 12.9 percent of hotel workers work long hours, which we define as 45 or more hours 
per week on all jobs.  (We set the cutoff at 45 hours in order not to include people who work 
a few overtime hours.)  This share is much smaller than the 19.1 percent share of all U.S. 
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workers who work long hours.  While all U.S. workers were more likely to work long hours 
in 2000 than in 1979, the share of hotel workers working long hours was the same in 2000 as 
in 1979. 
 

Table 9.  Percent of Workers Working Part-Time 
 and Long Hours, 1979-2000 

Part-time*  1979 1989 1995 1999 2000 
Hotel workers    24.7%    21.4%    22.2%    22.8% 20% 
All U.S. workers 17.3 18.3 19.2 18.3 17.7 

Long hours** 
Hotel workers 12.9 13.0 14.1 12.2 12.9 
All U.S. workers 15.7 18.2 19.0 19.1 19.1 
*Less than 35 hours per week on all jobs. 
**45 or more hours per week on all jobs. 
Source: WAI analysis of CPS ORG data on usual weekly work hours. 
 
Hotel Workers Have High Job Turnover, but Stay in the Hotel Industry 
 
A popular image of low-wage service sector workers is that they frequently change 
employers, industries and occupations.  This image is only partially true for hotel workers.  
One recent industry source estimated that front- line lodging workers have a 51.7 percent 
annual turnover rate, while another estimated a 152 percent annual turnover rate.21  An earlier 
study found an average of 60 percent annual turnover among hotel accounting, engineering, 
food and beverage, housekeeping and front office workers combined, with especially high 
turnover among housekeeping, food and beverage and front office workers.22   
 
But although hotel workers move from employer to employer often, they are no more likely 
to change industries or occupations than U.S. workers as a whole.  About 59 percent of those 
employed in the hotel industry in 1999 worked in the same industry a year later; 45.4 percent 
worked in the same occupation a year later and 40.7 percent worked in both the same 
industry and the same occupation a year later.  These figures are not very different from 
those for U.S. workers as a whole (figure 7).  In fact, hotel workers were somewhat more 
likely than U.S. workers as a whole to remain in both the same industry and the same 
occupation.  Hotel employers, unions and workforce development practitioners should 
recognize the stability of hotel workers’ employment in their industry and occupations even 
as they also recognize the instability of those workers’ connections to individual employers. 
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Figure 7.   Percent of Workers in 1999 Who Worked in the Same Industry and/or Occupation 
in 2000
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Hotel Workers Have High Job-Related Injury Rate, Low Illness and Death Rates 
 
Hotels have high occupational injury rates but low occupational illness and fatality rates. 
Data collected by the Bureau of Labor Statistics show that, since 1992, hotel workers 
averaged about 115,000 occupational injuries per year, or 8.9 injuries per 100 full-time 
workers (table 10).  Hotel workers’ injury rate is above the overall U.S. private sector 
average of 7.0 injuries per 100 full- time workers since 1992.  Injury rates for both hotel 
workers and all U.S. private sector workers declined since 1992.  
 
Hotel workers averaged about 3,300 occupational illnesses per year since 1992.  Hotel 
workers’ illness rate (an average of 0.25 illnesses per 100 full-time workers since 1992) is 
about half that of all U.S. private sector workers.  It is now below its 1995 peak, but unlike 
that of the U.S. private sector as a whole, it did not fall continuously during the 1990s.   
 
Hotel workers averaged about 32 on-the-job fatalities per year since 1992, or 0.002 fatalities 
per 100 full-time workers.  Their fatal injury rate is lower than that for U.S. private sector as 
a whole (average of 0.007 per 100 full-time workers since 1992).  As in the U.S. private 
sector as a whole, hotel workers’ fatal injury rate fell during the 1990s.   
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*WAI estimates derived from BLS data on fatal injuries, illnesses, and illnesses per full-time worker.   
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS). 
 
The Workers 
 
This section looks at the demographic characteristics of the hotel workforce and the wages 
that hotel workers in each demographic group earn.  Compared with all U.S. workers, hotel 
workers are younger, more likely to be female and foreign-born, less likely to be white and 
likely to have less formal education.  Hotel workers in almost every demographic category 
earn less than U.S. workers as a whole.  Hotel wage inequality has grown along most 
demographic dimensions during the last two decades, with the notable exception of the male-
female wage gap, which has narrowed. 
 
Most Hotel Workers Are Women 
 
The typical hotel worker (from among all U.S. hotel workers regardless of occupation or 
location) is a native-born, middle-aged white woman with a high school diploma or less.  
Most hotel workers (nearly 59 percent) are women, and this percentage has not changed 
much over the last two decades.  In contrast, a slight majority of all U.S. workers are men.  
Table 11 provides more detail on the demographic characteristics of hotel workers. 
 
Most hotel workers are white, but whites are a smaller share of the hotel workforce (54.4 
percent white) than of all U.S. workers (72.5 percent white).  Hotel workers are more likely 
to be black, more likely to be Hispanic and more likely to be of other races (including Asian 
and Native American) than U.S. workers as a whole.  During the last two decades, the shares 
of hotel workers that are white and black dropped, while the shares that are Hispanic and of 
other races increased.   
 
Hotel workers are younger than U.S. workers in general.  Nearly 22 percent of hotel workers 
are under age 25, while just over 27 percent are 45 or older.  Among all U.S. workers, just 
under 17 percent are under age 25 and nearly a third are 45 or older.  The share of hotel 
workers under 35 was lower in 2000 than in 1979, as was the share that is 55 or older.  In 
part, this may reflect the presence of the large baby-boom generation in the industry’s 
workforce. 
 
Hotel workers have less formal education than U.S. workers overall.  About 58 percent of 
hotel workers have no more formal schooling than a high school diploma, compared to about 
44 percent of all U.S. workers.  Nearly a quarter of hotel workers lack a high school diploma, 

Table 10.  Occupational Injuries, Illnesses and Fatalities 
 per 100 Full-Time Workers, 1992-2000 

Injuries per 100 
 full-time workers 

Illnesses per 100 
 full-time workers 

Fatal injuries per 100 
 full-time workers* 

 Hotel workers 
All private 

sector  workers Hotel workers 
All private 

sector workers Hotel workers 
All private 

sector workers 
1992         11.0 8.3 0.30 0.60 0.004 0.007 
1995 9.4 7.5 0.32 0.60 0.002 0.007 
1999 7.6 5.9 0.27 0.41 0.002 0.006 
2000 6.9 5.8 0.18 0.39 0.002 0.006 

Average, all years 
1992-2000 8.9 7.0 0.25 0.52 0.002 0.007 
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compared to about an eighth of all U.S. workers.  Only about 16 percent of hotel workers, but 
nearly 27 percent of all American workers, have at least a college degree.  However, the level 
of formal schooling among hotel workers rose substantially since 1979.  The share of hotel 
workers without a high school diploma dropped by more than 10 percentage points and the 
share with college degrees or more rose by 7 percentage points between 1979 and 2000.   
 
Although most hotel workers are U.S. natives, hotel workers are more likely to be foreign-
born (defined as all who are either non-citizens or naturalized citizens) than all U.S. workers.  
More than a quarter of hotel workers are foreign-born, while only about an eighth of all U.S. 
workers are.  The foreign-born share of the hotel workforce grew substantially from about 23 
percent in 1995 to about 28 percent in 2000. 
 
 

Table 11.  Demographic Characteristics of Workers, 1979-2000 
 (Workers in each demographic category as percent of all workers) 

Hotel workers 

 1979 1989 1995 1999 2000 

All U.S. 
workers, 
2000 

Age 
16-20    14.1%    10.2%     8.4%      9.0%    10.6%    8.0% 
21-24 13.0 14.0 11.9 10.6 11.2 8.7 
25-34 25.0 34.3 30.9 25.5 24.4 23.5 
35-44 15.8 20.2 25.2 27.8 26.4 26.9 
45-54 13.9 11.2 13.9 16.4 16.3 21.2 
55+ 18.4 10.0 9.8 10.6 11.0 11.7 
Race* 
White  67.4 62.2 59.5 54.2 54.4 72.5 
Black 16.2 15.0 16.8 15.4 15.2 11.7 
Hispanic 8.5 16.3 17.2 21.4 21.8 11.3 
Other 7.9 6.5   6.5    9.0   8.7   4.6 
Sex 
Female 58.6 56.6 56.0 57.5 57.9 48.0 
Education 
Less than high school diploma 34.5 24.6 22.6 24.7 24.0 12.9 
High school diploma only 36.2 38.2 35.6 34.7 33.9 31.3 
Some college 20.0 25.6 30.7 27.0 25.8 29.0 
College degree or more   9.3 11.5 11.2 13.6 16.3 26.8 
Immigration 
Foreign-born**       NA       NA 23.2 26.9 28.4 12.7 
*Whites, blacks, Hispanics, and members of other races are defined as mutually exclusive categories.  This 
differs from the Census Bureau definition, under which Hispanics may be of any race. 
**Foreign-born are defined as all who are either non-citizens or naturalized citizens.  Foreign-born do not 
include U.S. natives born abroad. 
Note: NA=not available.  The CPS did not collect information on immigration or citizenship until 1994. 
Source: WAI analysis of CPS ORG data. 
 
 
 
 
Hispanic Share of Hotel Occupations Increased in 1990s 
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Table 12 shows the demographic characteristics of workers in the major occupational 
categories in the hotel industry for the late 1980s and late 1990s.  The percentages of cooks, 
janitors, laundry workers, maids and housemen, and waiters and waitresses who were 
Hispanic grew substantially from the late 1980s to the late 1990s.  For example, in the late 
1980s, one in ten waiters and waitresses was Hispanic, but by the late 1990s, over one in four 
was Hispanic.  During the same period, the percentages of janitors, laundry workers, maids 
and housemen and waiters and waitresses who were white declined by large percentages.  
Among laundry workers, maids and housemen and waiters and waitresses, the increase in the 
Hispanic share of employment was about equal to the decline in the white share.  Among 
janitors, the increase in the Hispanic share was much less than the decline in the white share.  
Of the occupations with a large increase in the Hispanic share, only cooks had a much greater 
increase in the Hispanic share than decline in the white share.  The percentage of workers 
who were African American rose substantially among clerks and more modestly among 
managers, declined by 3.6 percentage points among cooks, and fell by less than three 
percentage points in other occupations for which data were available.   

*Late 1980s=1985-1989 combined.  Late 1990s=1996-2000 combined. 
**Whites, blacks, Hispanics, and members of other races are defined as mutually exclusive categories.  This 
differs from the Census Bureau definition, under which Hispanics may be of any race. 
***Foreign-born are defined as all who are either non-citizens or naturalized citizens.  Foreign-born do not 
include U.S. natives born abroad. 
****Number of observations in CPS data too small for reliable estimate. 
Source: WAI analysis of combined 1985-1989 and combined 1996-2000 CPS ORG data.  Data for multiple 
years were combined because the CPS does not have enough observations for all relevant occupations to permit 
reliable estimates for a single year. 
 
The share of female buspersons increased by 17 percentage points from the late 1980s to the 
late 1990s, but the share of female wait-staff declined by nearly 7 percentage points.  The 
shares of foreign-born workers in the hotel industry varied widely by occupation.  Relatively 
few hotel clerks (7.8 percent) and managers (17.3 percent) were foreign-born in the late 
1990s.  However, over one-third of maids, cooks, janitors, and laundry workers were foreign-

Table 12.  Demographic Characteristics of Major Occupational Categories in Hotel Industry, 
 Late 1980s to Late 1990s*  

(Workers in each demographic category as percent of all workers in occupation) 
 Race**, late 1980s Race**, late 1990s 
 White Black Hispanic Other White Black Hispanic Other 

Female, 
late 
1980s 

Female, 
late 

1990s 

Foreign-
born***, 
late 1990s 

Bartenders 79.9 **** **** **** 75.3 **** 12.5 **** 33.0 30.4 **** 
Buspersons 47.5 16.2 29.3 7.0 48.1 15.9 27.6 8.5 20.9 37.9 32.8 
Clerks 80.9 6.7 7.5 4.9 71.1 12.9 10.5 5.6 70.4 74.9 7.8 
Cooks 48.7 22.6 18.4 10.3 46.6 19.0 26.6 7.8 31.3 23.8 35.0 
Janitors 62.2 **** 20.2 **** 40.7 17.9 33.7 7.7 13.3 11.0 37.9 
Laundry 
workers 

52.2 23.8 20.2 3.8 43.5 **** 28.9 **** 77.2 76.0 34.7 

Maids and 
housemen 

45.1 28.9 18.9 7.1 30.9 26.3 33.6 9.2 88.2 84.5 42.6 

Managers 82.7 4.1 5.5 7.8 77.7 6.5 6.7 9.2 46.2 50.1 17.3 
Personal 
service 
workers 

67.3 11.2 13.1 8.4 67.3 10.1 9.8 12.9 35.0 38.2 20.8 

Waiters and 
waitresses 

73.7 10.6 10.1 5.7 58.1 8.4 26.6 6.9 62.7 55.9 29.1 

Other 
occupations 

65.5 14.6 13.8 6.1 59.6 14.3 18.6 7.6 48.2 46.9 22.8 
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born in the late 1990s.  (Because data on foreign-born workers are available only since 1994, 
we are unable to examine changes from the late 1980s to the late 1990s in the percentages of 
hotel workers who were foreign-born.) 
 
Nearly a Third of Foreign-Born Hotel Workers Are from Mexico 
 
Almost a third of foreign-born hotel workers were born in Mexico.  Nearly 60 percent of 
foreign-born hotel workers were born in just six countries: Mexico, the Philippines, El 
Salvador, Haiti, India, Dominican Republic and Cuba (figure 8).  In contrast, only about 46 
percent of all foreign-born workers in the U.S. were born in those countries.  In general, 
foreign-born hotel workers’ regions of birth were similar to those of all U.S. foreign-born 
workers, except that hotel workers were somewhat more likely to be from Mexico, less likely 
to be from Asia and much less likely to be from Europe (table 13).  These data represent all 
foreign-born U.S. hotel workers regardless of location or occupation.  Foreign-born hotel 
workers in particular occupations or particular regions may have different origins than 
foreign-born U.S. hotel workers as a whole. 

 
Table 13.  Percent of Foreign-Born* Workers Born 

in Each Region, Late 1990s** 
 Hotel Workers All U.S. Workers 
Mexico    31.7%     27.4% 
Asia 22.1 26.7 
Caribbean 12.5 10.4 
Central America 11.8  7.5 
Europe 8.2 14.0 
South America 6.4 6.6 
Africa 2.9 2.4 
Other 4.5 5.0 

*Foreign-born are defined as all who are either non-citizens or naturalized citizens.  Foreign-born do not 
include U.S. natives born abroad. 
**Late 1990s=1996-2000 combined. 
Source: WAI analysis of combined 1996-2000 CPS ORG data.  Data for multiple years were combined because 
the CPS does not have enough observations for all relevant regions to permit reliable estimates for a single year. 
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Figure 8.  Countries of Birth of Foreign-Born Hotel Workers in Late 1990s
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Hotel Wage Gaps by Age, Race and Education Grew Over Past Two Decades;  
Male-Female Gap Narrowed 
 
Hotel wages increase more slowly with age than wages of U.S. workers overall, and they 
peak at an earlier age (age 35-44 as compared with 45-54 for all U.S. workers).  Age-related 
wage gaps are smaller (in both absolute and relative terms) for hotel workers than for U.S. 
workers overall (table 14).  Older hotel workers (age 55+) suffer less of a wage drop-off from 
their peak earning years than U.S. workers overall (8.4 percent wage drop-off for hotel 
workers in 2000, 17 percent for all U.S. workers).  During the past two decades, wages 
generally rose fastest for the 45-54 age range and slowest for the 16-24 age range, increasing 
the percentage gap between young and middle-aged workers’ wages.  The exception was 
1999-2000, when workers ages 25 to 34 had the fastest wage growth.  All young workers 
(those under age 25) lost ground since 1979, and workers aged 21-24 lost ground from 1999-
2000. 
 

Table 14.  Median Hourly Wages by Age, 1979-2000 (2000 dollars) 
 Hotel workers All U.S. 

workers 
Percent change in hotel 

workers’ wage 
 1979 1989 1995 1999 2000 2000 1979-

2000 
1989-
2000 

1995-
2000 

1999-
2000 

16-20 $6.98 $5.90 $5.65 $6.20 $6.50 $6.50 -6.9 10.2 15.0 4.8 
21-24 7.56 7.43 6.78 7.75 7.50 8.75 -0.8 0.9 10.6 -3.2 
25-34 8.28 7.99 7.91 8.40 9.25 12.02 11.7 15.8 16.9 10.1 
35-44 8.73 8.17 8.47 9.04 9.83 14.00 12.6 20.3 16.1 8.7 
45-54 8.14 7.87 8.07 9.30 9.50 15.00 16.7 20.7 17.7 2.2 
55+ 8.14 7.64 7.91 8.27 9.00 12.45 10.6 17.8 13.8 8.8 
Source: WAI analysis of CPS ORG data. 
 
The male-female percentage wage gap is smaller in hotels than in the U.S. overall.  In 2000, 
the median hourly wage for male hotel workers was $9.73, compared to $8.00 for women; 
women in the hotel industry earned about 82 percent of what men earned.  In the United 
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States as a whole, women earned about 77 percent of what men earned.  Women hotel 
workers received faster wage increases in hotels since 1979 and since 1995, while men 
gained faster wage increases since 1989 and since 1999 (table 15).  As a result, the male-
female wage gap narrowed over the past two decades as a whole, although it fluctuated 
during the various parts of that period. 
 

Table 15.  Median Hourly Wages by Sex, 1979-2000 (2000 dollars) 
 Hotel workers  All U.S. 

workers 
Percent change in  

hotel workers’ wage 
 1979 1989 1995 1999 2000 2000 1979-

2000 
1989-
2000 

1995-
2000 

1999-
2000 

Men $9.31 $8.33 $8.53 $9.30 $9.73   $13.75 4.5% 16.8%  14.1% 4.6% 
Women 7.21 7.15 6.78 7.75 8.00 10.56 11.0 11.9 18.0 3.2 
Source: WAI analysis of CPS ORG data. 
 
The gap between the wages of college-educated and non-college-educated hotel workers 
grew during the last two decades, as it did in the United States as a whole.  During most of 
the last two decades in the hotel industry, college graduates received the largest percentage 
raises (table 16).  (In 1999-2000, though, hotel workers with less than a high school diploma 
received the largest percentage raises.)  Those with some college lost ground since 1979, 
with a median hourly wage decline of 8 cents.  In 1979, hotel workers with a college degree 
earned about 45 percent more than workers with only a high school diploma.  By 2000, that 
gap had grown to 62 percent.  However, the college-high school wage gap was still smaller in 
the hotel industry in 2000 than in the United States as a whole; in the United States as a 
whole, college graduates earned 87 percent more than those with only a high school diploma. 
 

Table 16.  Median Hourly Wages by Education, 1979-2000 (2000 dollars) 
 Hotel workers  All U.S. 

workers 
Percent change in hotel workers’ 

wage 
 1979 1989 1995 1999 2000 2000 1979-

2000 
1989-
2000 

1995-
2000 

1999-
2000 

Less 
than 
high 
school 
diploma 

$6.98 $6.46 $6.38 $6.72 $7.00 $7.29 0.3% 8.4% 9.7% 4.2% 

High 
school 
diploma 
only 

8.03 7.64 7.91 8.27 8.30 10.50 3.4 8.6 4.9 0.4 

Some 
college 

9.31 8.33 7.91 9.04 9.23 12.00 -0.9 10.8 16.7 2.1 

College 
degree 
or more 

11.64 10.42 11.30 13.44 13.46 19.60 15.6 29.2 19.1 0.1 

Source: WAI analysis of CPS ORG data. 
 
Blacks and Hispanics have less of a wage penalty (relative to whites) in the hotel industry 
than in the United States as a whole.  In 2000, blacks in the hotel industry earned 87 percent 
of what whites earned, but in the entire United States, blacks earned only 79 percent of what 
whites earned.  Hispanics in the hotel industry earned 87 percent of what whites earned, but 
in the entire United States, they earned only 69 percent of what whites earned.  Members of 
other races actually earned more than whites in the hotel industry, but not in the United 
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States as a whole.  In 2000, blacks and Hispanics earned about the same wages in the hotel 
industry, while Hispanics earned less than blacks in the United States overall.  Hotel wages 
rose for all races during most of the last two decades.  Whites received the biggest percentage 
raises since 1979 and since 1989, Hispanics since 1995 and since 1999.  Other races received 
the smallest raises in most periods and took pay cuts from 1999-2000.  As a result, the 
white/black and white/Hispanic wage gaps in the hotel industry widened over the last decade 
and the last two decades as a whole, but narrowed slightly for Hispanics since 1995 (table 
17). 
 
 

Table 17.  Median Hourly Wages by Race, 1979-2000 (2000 dollars) 
 Hotel workers  All U.S. 

workers 
Percent change i n hotel workers’ 

wage 
 1979 1989 1995 1999 2000 2000 1979-

2000 
1989-
2000 

1995-
2000 

1999-
2000 

White* $8.14 $7.64 $7.91 $8.84 $9.20   $13.00 13.0% 20.4% 16.3% 4.1% 
Black* 7.21 6.94 7.06 7.75 8.00 10.25 11.0 15.3 13.3 3.2 
Hispanic* 7.28 7.58 6.78 7.49 8.00 9.00 9.9 5.5 18.0 6.8 
Other* 9.31 8.54 9.32 10.34 10.00 12.69 7.4 17.1 7.3 -3.3 
*Whites, blacks, Hispanics, and members of other races are defined as mutually exclusive categories.  This 
differs from the Census Bureau definition, under which Hispanics may be of any race. 
Source: WAI analysis of CPS ORG data. 
 
Foreign-born workers earn less than natives in the hotel industry and among all U.S. workers, 
but the percentage wage gap between native and foreign-born workers is smaller in hotels 
than for all U.S. workers (table 18).  Foreign-born hotel workers’ wages grew faster than 
those of their native counterparts from 1995 to 2000, narrowing the wage the gap between 
the two groups, but the opposite occurred from 1999-2000.  Foreign-born workers in the 
hotel industry earn more than blacks or Hispanics in the industry. 
 

Table 18.  Median Hourly Wages of Native and Foreign-Born Workers, 
 1995-2000 (2000 dollars) 

 Hotel workers All U.S. 
workers 

Percent change in 
hotel workers’ 

wages 

Percent difference 
between foreign-
born and native 

wages 
 1995 1999 2000 2000 1995-

2000 
1999-
2000 

Hotel 
Workers 

All U.S. 
Workers 

U.S. natives $7.91 $8.27 $8.88 $12.28 12.3%    7.4%   0%    0% 
Foreign-
born* 

7.34 8.27 8.30 10.00 13.1 0.4 -6.5 -18.6 

*Foreign-born are defined as all who are either non-citizens or naturalized citizens.  Foreign-born do not 
include U.S. natives born abroad. 
Source: WAI analysis of CPS ORG data. 
 
Our finding that demographically based wage differentials are smaller in the hotel industry 
than in the United States as a whole does not necessarily mean that the hotel industry has less 
wage discrimination than other industries.  Parts of the national wage differences between 
demographic groups are due to the fact that women, racial minorities and immigrants work 
disproportionately in low-wage industries.  Within a low-wage industry such as hotels, it 
might be expected that women’s wages would be more similar to men’s, non-whites’ to 
whites’ and immigrants’ to natives’, than in the U.S. economy as a whole. 
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As in most of our previous analyses, our wage data represent the wages of all hotel and motel 
employees in the United States, regardless of occupation or location.  Some of the wage 
differences between hotel workers in different demographic groups could be due to 
differences in job category or location.  (For example, if foreign-born hotel workers are 
disproportionately employed in low-wage occupations, then part of the difference between 
the wages of native and foreign-born hotel workers may be a result of the difference in 
occupation.) 
 
 
Union-Nonunion Differences 
 
The section compares union and nonunion hotel workers.  (Except where otherwise noted, 
we define union workers as those who are represented by unions, regardless of whether or 
not they are union members.  Nonunion employees, such as managers, are counted as 
nonunion workers even if they work in a hotel where other workers are represented by a 
union.)  Unions represent a slightly higher percentage of hotel workers than of all private 
sector workers, but a lower percentage than of all U.S. workers.  Union hotel workers earn 
more than their nonunion counterparts and are much less likely to earn poverty wages.  
Union hotel workers are more likely to be men, foreign-born and racial minorities than are 
their nonunion counterparts. 
 
 
Unions Represent 11.7 Percent of Hotel Workers  
 
In 2000, labor unions represented 11.7 percent of all hotel workers (table 19).  (This includes 
both union members and non-members who were covered under collective bargaining 
agreements.)  This percentage was higher than the 9.8 percent of U.S. private sector workers 
who were represented by unions, but lower than the 14.9 percent of all U.S. workers who 
were represented by unions.  About 11.3 percent of hotel workers were union members.  The 
percentage of hotel workers represented by unions fell slightly during the entire time period 
we examined.  The percentage that were members of unions fell until 1999, but then rose in 
2000 closer to its 1995 level. 
 
 
 

Table 19.  Union Representation and Membership, 1989-2000 
Hotel workers  All U.S. workers  

1989 1995 1999 2000 2000 
Percent represented 
by unions 

    12.9%    12.0%    11.8%     11.7%     14.9% 

Percent union 
members 

12.2 11.5 10.8 11.3 13.5 

Source: WAI analysis of CPS ORG data. 
 
 
Union Hotel Workers Tend to Earn More Than Nonunion Workers  
 
Table 20 shows that hotel workers represented by unions earned 17.6 percent more per hour 
than nonunion hotel workers.  (This figure is not adjusted for demographic, economic, or 
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locational characteristics that could be responsible for part of the union-nonunion wage 
differential.  When those characteristics are taken into account, union hotel workers earn 9.9 
percent more per hour than their nonunion counterparts.23)  Nonunion wages grew faster than 
union wages over the entire period since 1989, narrowing the union-nonunion wage gap.  In 
1989, union hotel workers earned $2.43 per hour more than nonunion workers; by 2000, this 
difference was $1.50.  Union workers lost ground from 1999-2000, experiencing a wage 
decline of 34 cents per hour.  As noted above, our wage data may not include tips.  They 
represent the wages of all hotel and motel employees in the United States, regardless of 
location or occupation. 
 
 

Table 20.  Median Hourly Wages of Union and Nonunion  
Hotel Workers 1989-2000 (2000 dollars) 

 1989 1995 1999 2000 
Union $9.72 $9.04 $10.34 $10.00 
Nonunion   7.29   7.34      8.27     8.50 
Source: WAI analysis of CPS ORG data. 
 
 
Poverty Wages Less Common for Union Than for Nonunion Workers 
 
Poverty wages are much less common among union hotel workers than among their 
nonunion counterparts, although the gap has narrowed due to improvement in the nonunion 
sector.  In 2000, 50 percent of nonunion hotel workers earned poverty wages, compared to 30 
percent of hotel workers represented by unions (figure 9).  As noted in our discussion of 
poverty wages for all hotel workers, this does not mean that 30 percent of union hotel 
workers (or 50 percent of nonunion hotel workers) lived in poverty, since some could have 
exceeded the poverty level by relying on the earnings of other family members, working 
more than one job or working longer than regular full- time hours.   They represent the wages 
of all hotel and motel employees in the United States, from all occupations and locations. 
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Figure 9.   Percentage of Union and Nonunion Hotel Workers
 Earning Poverty Wages, 1989-2000
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Source: WAI Analysis of CPS ORG data.
 

All Hotel Workers Earn More in Regions With High Rates of Hotel Union 
Representation 
 
Previous research on the hotel industry has shown that both union and nonunion workers earn 
more in metropolitan areas where unions represent a large percentage of hotel workers than 
in areas where unions represent few workers.24  For example, wages in such hotel service 
occupations as cook, guest room attendant, baggage porter and front desk clerk are more than 
40 percent higher in Las Vegas, where the extent of union representation is high, than in 
Reno, where it is low. 25  
 
According to our own analysis of CPS data for the 1996-2000 period, hotel workers receive a 
wage premium if they are located in metropolitan areas that other research has identified as 
areas with high rates of union representation in the top segments of their local hotel 
industries.  Those metropolitan areas are Atlantic City, Boston, Chicago, Detroit, Honolulu, 
Las Vegas, Los Angeles, New York, San Francisco, and Washington, D.C.26  Our analysis 
shows that hotel workers earn 16.1 percent more per hour in those areas than in other parts of 
the country.  This estimate takes into account workers’ demographic, economic, and 
locational characteris tics, including whether or not a worker is represented by a union.   
 
The extent of unionization in local areas makes a difference for hotel workers’ wages 
because where unions represent a large percentage of hotel workers in a local area, 
collectively bargained wages set the standard for the local labor market.  Nonunion 
employers have to pay wages at or near the union wage in order to attract workers.  
Nonunion employers that want to forestall unionization may also pay wages at or even above 
the union wage.   
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Union Hotel Workers Are Disproportionately Male, Foreign-Born and Racial 
Minorities 
 
Hotel workers who are represented by unions differ markedly from their nonunion 
counterparts (table 21).  Union hotel workers are generally older than nonunion workers.  
Most union hotel workers are men, while most nonunion workers are women.  Union 
workers are less likely to have completed high school than nonunion workers.  Nonunion 
workers are more likely to have high school diplomas and more likely to have college 
degrees.  (The larger share of nonunion workers with college degrees may result, in part, 
from the inclusion of managers in the nonunion category.)  Compared to nonunion workers, 
union workers are less likely to be white or black and more likely to be Hispanic or members 
of other racial groups.  Almost half of union workers, but only about a quarter of nonunion 
workers, are foreign-born.   
 
 

Table 21.  Demographic Characteristics  
 of Union and Nonunion Hotel Workers, 2000 

(Workers in each demographic category as 
percent of union or nonunion workers) 

 Union Nonunion 
Age 
16-24*     10.7%     23.4% 
25-34 20.9 24.9 
35-44 31.5 25.7 
45-54 22.5 15.6 
55+ 14.5 10.5 
Race** 
White  36.2 56.8 
Black 11.7 15.6 
Hispanic 30.3 20.6 
Other 21.9 6.9 
Sex 
Female 45.7 59.5 
Education 
Less than high school diploma 30.2 23.2 
High school diploma only 30.4 34.3 
Some college 25.9 25.8 
College degree or more 13.5 16.7 
Immigration 
All foreign-born*** 47.9 25.8 

*Ages 16-20 and 20-24 are combined in this table because the CPS does not have enough union hotel workers 
in the separate age categories to produce reliable estimates for those categories. 
**Whites, blacks, Hispanics and members of other races are defined as mutually exclusive categories.  This 
differs from Census Bureau definition, under which Hispanics may be of any race. 
***Foreign-born are defined as all who are either non-citizens or naturalized citizens.  Foreign-born do not 
include U.S. natives born abroad.  The CPS does not have enough non-citizen union hotel workers to produce 
reliable estimates for that category. 
Source: WAI analysis of CPS ORG data. 
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Union Workers More Likely to Work Standard Full-Time Schedules 
 
Union hotel workers are much more likely than their nonunion counterparts to work standard 
full-time workweeks—at least 35 hours but less than 45 hours per week.  Table 22 shows that 
21.5 percent of nonunion workers, but only 9.2 percent of union workers, work part-time 
(less than 35 hours per week).  While 14.2 percent of nonunion workers work long hours (45 
or more hours per week), only 2.4 percent of union workers do so.  (Part of the union-
nonunion differential in long hours may be due to the inclusion of managers in the nonunion 
category.)  The percentage of part-time workers was smaller in 2000 than in 1989 among 
both union and nonunion workers.  However, while the share of union workers working long 
hours dropped dramatically from 7.4 percent in 1989 to 2.4 percent in 2000, the share of 
nonunion workers working long hours was slightly higher in 2000 than in 1989. 
 

Table 22.  Percent of Union and Nonunion Hotel 
Workers Working Part-Time and Long Hours, 

 1979-2000 
Part-time*  1989 1995 1999 2000 
Union      11.2%     8.7%    9.9%     9.4% 
Nonunion 23.0 24.0 21.3 21.5 

Long hours** 
Union 7.4  4.1  3.6 2.4 
Nonunion 13.8 15.5 13.3 14.2 

          *Less than 35 hours per week on all jobs 
          **45 or more hours per week on all jobs. 
          Source: WAI analysis of CPS ORG data on usual weekly work hours. 

 
 
Unions Benefit Non-White, Female, Less Educated and Foreign-Born Hotel Workers 
the Most 
 
Union workers earn more than nonunion workers in all demographic and occupational 
categories shown in table 23 below, but the union wage premium is highest for hotel workers 
in demographic groups that are most disadvantaged in the labor market: non-whites ($2.30 
more per hour union than nonunion, or 28.8 percent more), women ($2.00, or 25 percent), 
workers with less than a high school diploma ($2.50, or 33.3 percent) and the foreign-born 
($2.37, or 29.6 percent).  
 
The last column in the table shows adjusted union-nonunion wage differentials in hotels, 
taking into account demographic, economic, and locational characteristics that may affect 
wages.  After taking these characteristics into account, workers in the most disadvantaged 
demographic groups still receive the greatest wage benefits from union representation.  
 
 
 
 
 

Table 23.  Median Hourly Wages of Union and Nonunion Hotel Workers  
 by Demographic Characteristics and by Occupation, 2000 (2000 do llars) 
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 Union Nonunion Percent 
difference 
between union 
and nonunion 
wages 

Adjusted 
percent 

difference 
between 

union and 
nonunion 

wages, late 
1990s* 

All hotel workers           $10.00          $8.50  17.6% 9.9% 
Race 
White           $10.00           $9.00 11.1 ** 
Non-white 10.30 8.00 28.8 *** 
Sex 
Male 10.69 9.50 12.5 9.8 
Female 10.00 8.00 25.0 9.9 
Education 
High school diploma or 
less 

10.00 7.50 33.3 **** 

More than high school 
diploma 

11.00 10.50   4.8 **** 

Immigration 
Native 10.00 8.70 14.9  6.5 
Foreign-born 10.37 8.00 29.6 14.5 
Occupation 
Buspersons   8.00 6.34 26.2  
Cooks 11.27 8.36 36.0  
Maids and housemen   8.79 6.44 36.5  
Personal service 
workers 

  8.78 7.20 21.9  

Waiters and waitresses  7.00 5.75 21.7  
Other 
occupations***** 

11.14 8.80 26.6  

Source: WAI analysis of CPS ORG data. 
*Adjustment based on regression controlling, as appropriate to each demographic category, for age, age 
squared, race, sex, education, marital status, whether or not the worker was foreign-born (i.e., either non-citizen 
or naturalized citizen), region, whether the worker lived in a metropolitan or nonmetropolitan area, metropolitan 
area size, occupation, and whether or not the metropolitan area was an area of high union density in the top 
segment of its hotel industry.  Late 1990s=1996-2000.  Data for 1996-2000 are combined to permit more 
reliable estimates. 
**Not significantly different from zero at 5 percent level of statistical significance. 
***Black, 8.7 percent; Hispanic, 14.0 percent; other races, 13.1 percent. 
****Less than high school diploma, 14.6 percent; high school diploma only, 10.0 percent; some college, 7.7 
percent; college graduate, not significantly different from zero at 5 percent level of statistical significance. 
*****Occupations other than occupations shown in the table, bartenders, clerks, janitors, laundry workers, and 
managers. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Regional Differences 
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Although there are hotels throughout the United States, hotel jobs make up a large share of 
total employment in only a few metropolitan areas.  Most but not all of these regions are 
major tourist destinations.  In these regions, wage growth has generally been relatively rapid, 
hotel establishments are larger than elsewhere and union representation is often high.  
However, only one of these regions (Las Vegas) has an average hotel wage that is high 
enough to support a single parent with one child. 
 
Hotel Employment a Large Share of Total in Only a Few Metropolitan Areas 
 
For each of the 20 metropolitan areas with the most hotel jobs in 2000, table 24 shows the 
number of hotel jobs and the percentage of all jobs in the metropolitan area that are hotel 
jobs.  Even among the top 20 hotel metropolitan areas, only a few areas have very high 
shares of hotel employment.  Atlantic City, Honolulu, Las Vegas, Orlando, and Reno have 5 
percent or more of their jobs in the hotel industry.  Las Vegas and Atlantic City have one-
quarter and one-third, respectively, of their total employment in the hotel industry.  In all five 
of these metropolitan areas, tourism is a mainstay of the local economy.  Hotel employment 
in each of the top 20 hotel metropolitan areas is at least 1 percent of total metropolitan 
employment.  Most of these metropolitan areas have hotel employment shares greater than 
the overall U.S. share of 1.4 percent. 
 
The location quotient is another way to measure the importance of the hotel industry in a 
local area.  The location quotient is the ratio of an industry’s percentage of local employment 
to its percentage of nationwide employment.  A location quotient of 1.0 indicates that an 
industry’s percentage of local employment is the same as its percentage of overall U.S. 
employment.  A hotel location quotient greater than 1.0 suggests that a local area draws in a 
relatively large number of tour ists from other metropolitan areas and thus has a higher than 
average share of tourism-related employment.  Most of the top 20 hotel metropolitan areas 
have location quotients above 1.0 (figure 10).  The metropolitan areas in which hotel 
employment makes up the largest shares of total employment also have the largest location 
quotients.  Houston has the lowest location quotient (0.7) of these 20 metropolitan areas.  
Even New York and Los Angeles, which have many out-of-town visitors, have relatively low 
location quotients because out-of-town visitors are relatively less important to their local 
economies than to the economies of other areas. 
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Figure 10.   Location Quotient for Hotel Employment in the Top 20 
 Hotel Metropolitan Areas, 2000
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Table 24.  Hotel Employment in the  

 Top 20 Hotel Metropolitan Areas, 2000* 
 Hotel jobs  Hotel jobs as percent 

of all jobs in 
metropolitan area 

Atlanta 27,322                 1.5% 
Atlantic City 50,261               33.3 
Boston 29,137 1.0 
Chicago 38,089 1.1 
Dallas 23,741 1.4 
Honolulu 16,192 5.0 
Houston 17,851 1.0 
Las Vegas         174,266               26.0 
Los Angeles 39,737 1.1 
Miami 21,541 2.6 
New Orleans 15,748 3.1 
New York 41,686 1.2 
Orlando 48,024 6.2 
Phoenix 26,295 1.9 
Reno 27,111               16.2 
Riverside 15,520 1.9 
San Diego 27,452 2.7 
San Francisco 24,245 2.5 
Tampa 14,718 1.5 
Washington, D.C. 44,205 2.1 

                                     *Metropolitan areas are the 20 metropolitan areas with largest hotel employment in 
2000. 
                                       Source: WAI analysis of BLS ES -202 data. 
Rapid Hotel Job Growth in Most of 20 Largest Hotel Metropolitan Areas in 1990s 
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Data in table 25 show that from 1989-2000, six of the 20 metropolitan areas with the most 
hotel jobs had hotel employment growth above the 16.7 percent national average: Boston, 
Las Vegas, Orlando, Reno, San Diego and Washington, D.C.  Las Vegas far outpaced all of 
the other 19 metropolitan areas, adding 84,286 jobs from 1989 to 2000 and almost doubling 
its hotel employment.  Orlando also experienced a large employment increase (more than 40 
percent) in the hotel industry in the 1990s.  However, three major hotel centers lost hotel jobs 
since 1989: Honolulu, Los Angeles, and Tampa, Fla.  In the second half of the 1990s, hotel 
employment growth was particularly strong in Riverside, Calif., Orlando, Miami and Las 
Vegas. 
 

Table 25.  Hotel Job Growth in the Top 20 Hotel Metropolitan Areas, 1989-2000* 
 Job 

growth 
1989-2000 

Job 
growth 

1995-2000 

Job 
growth 

1999-2000 

Percent 
employment 

change 
1989-2000 

Percent 
employment 

change 
1995-2000 

Percent 
employment 

change 
1999-2000 

Atlanta 3,779 3,480 809  16.1%  14.6%    3.1% 
Atlantic City 3,293   221 -273 7.0 0.4 -0.5 
Boston 5,244 3,205  899 21.9 12.4 3.2 
Chicago 5,371 3,384 1,742 16.4 9.8 4.8 
Dallas NA 3,104 239 NA 15.0 1.0 
Honolulu -12,348 -1,625 180 -43.3 -9.1 1.1 
Houston 839        2,139 -146 4.9        13.6 -0.8 
Las Vegas 84,286 38,820 6,491 93.7 28.7 3.9 
Los Angeles -6,943 4,269 -198 -14.9 12.0 -0.5 
Miami   777 3,889 1,482 3.7 22.0 7.4 
New Orleans 1,806 NA  666 13.0 NA 4.4 
New York 3,113 6,249 1,531 8.1 17.6 3.8 
Orlando 18,146 8,165 -443 60.7 20.5 -0.9 
Phoenix   814 2,863 564    3.2 12.2 2.2 
Reno 4,209   222  502 18.4   0.8 1.9 
Riverside   333 3,989 1,252   2.2 34.6 8.8 
San Diego 4,980 3,644 436 22.2 15.3 1.6 
San Francisco 1,069   618 -210   4.6   2.6 -0.9 
Tampa  -903   560  736 -5.8   4.0 .5.3 
Washington, DC 9,308 4,333 4,308 26.7 10.9 10.8 
*Metropolitan areas are the 20 with the largest hotel employment in 2000. 
Note: NA=not available. 
Source: WAI analysis of BLS ES -202 data. 
 
Average Hotel Size Larger in Major Hotel Areas Than U.S. Hotel Average, but 
Declined in 1990s 
 
Table 26 shows that for all of the 20 largest metropolitan hotel areas except Riverside, the 
average hotel employs more workers than the all-establishments national average of 36.  In 
the five metropolitan areas with the highest hotel shares of local employment—Atlantic City, 
Honolulu, Las Vegas, Orlando and Reno—hotels average more than 100 employees each.  
Las Vegas (474) and Reno (219) have much larger average hotel sizes (that is, more 
employees per establishment on average) than any other metropolitan areas.  In the 1990s, 13 
of the 20 metropolitan areas experienced declines in average hotel size, with Honolulu and 
Houston seeing declines of more than 45 percent.  Of the six metropolitan areas with 
increases in average hotel size in the 1990s—Atlantic City, Las Vegas, Miami, New York, 
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Orlando and Reno—only Reno and New York saw increases of more than 40 percent.  The 
two metropolitan areas with the largest average hotel size in 2000, Las Vegas and Reno, had 
the largest absolute increases in average hotel size in the 1990s, 103 and 66 employees per 
hotel, respectively. 
 

Table 26.  Hotel Establishment Size in the Top 20 Hotel Metropolitan Areas, 1989-2000* 
 Empl oyees per  

establishment, 
1989 

Employees per 
establishment, 

2000 

Change 
1989-2000 

Percent change 
1989-2000 

Atlanta 68 42 -26    -37.8% 
Atlantic City 93 110 17 18.5 
Boston 76 52 -24 -31.9 
Chicago 78 65 -13 -16.4 
Dallas             NA 47             NA              NA 
Honolulu 267 116 -150 -56.3 
Houston 74 39 -35 -47.0 
Las Vegas 370 474 103 27.9 
Los Angeles 48 40 -8 -17.3 
Miami 49 53 4   9.1 
New Orleans 74 56 -18 -23.9 
New York 64 91 27 42.1 
Orlando 109 127 18 16.8 
Phoenix 105 80 -25 -23.5 
Reno 153 219 66 43.2 
Riverside 46 32 -14 -29.7 
San Diego 62 54 -8 -13.1 
San Francisco 59 46 -13 -22.2 
Tampa 40 40 -0 -0.4 
Washington, D.C. 86 80 -7              -7.6 
*Metropolitan areas are the 20 with the largest hotel employment in 2000. 
Note: NA=not available. 
Source: WAI analysis of BLS ES -202 data. 
 
 
Except in Las Vegas, Hotel Wages Are Too Low to Support a Single Parent and One 
Child 
 
Except in Las Vegas, the average annual hotel wage in each of the top 20 hotel metropolitan 
areas was too low to enable a one-parent, one-child family to afford the basic necessities of 
life.  (We used the average wage rather than the median wage, which better represents the 
wage of a typical worker, because median wages for metropolitan areas cannot be estimated 
reliably.  Because median wages are generally lower than average wages, our analysis in this 
section actually paints an overly optimistic picture of the adequacy of a typical hotel 
worker’s wage.)  We compared the average annual hotel wage in each of the top 20 hotel 
metropolitan areas with the basic family budget for a one-parent, one-child family in that 
metropolitan area.  The basic family budget, developed by Economic Policy Institute 
economists, combines the costs of housing, food, child care, transportation and other 
necessities, plus taxes.27  It measures the income that a family would need in order to afford a 
basic, not luxurious or even comfortable, standard of living.  In Las Vegas, the average 
annual hotel wage in 2000 was 102 percent of the basic family budget for a single parent 
with one child.  Among the other top 20 hotel metropolitan areas, this percentage ranged 
from about 61 percent in Boston to about 99 percent in New York (table 27).  There are some 
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hotel jobs that pay more than the basic family budget, and workers who earn much of their 
income in the form of tips (which may not be included in the average wage data) may earn 
considerably more than the basic budget.  Nevertheless, our findings about average hotel 
wages are discouraging for those who would look to the hotel industry as a place where 
people leaving welfare can become self-sufficient. 
 
 

Table 27.  Average Annual Hotel Wages and Basic Family Budgets in the  
 Top 20 Hotel Metropolitan Areas 1999* 

 

1999 average 
annual hotel 
wage (2000 
dollars) 

1999 basic family budget 
for 1-adult, 1-child 
family (2000 dollars) 

1999 average annual hotel 
wage as percent of basic 
family budget 

Atlanta         $23,990               $29,212    82.1% 
Atlantic City 28,590 30,049 95.1 
Boston 24,232 39,577 61.2 
Chicago 23,040 30,762 74.9 
Dallas 23,243 27,590 84.2 
Honolulu 28,616 33,523 85.4 
Houston 20,148 24,413 82.5 
Las Vegas 29,137 28,570 102.0 
Los Angeles 22,550 30,241 74.6 
Miami 20,837 27,955 74.5 
New Orleans 18,208 23,013 79.1 
New York 37,846 38,139 99.2 
Orlando 19,830 27,348 72.5 
Phoenix 19,745 26,123 75.6 
Reno 22,362 28,527 78.4 
Riverside 18,448 26,647 69.2 
San Diego 20,053 30,032 66.8 
San Francisco 27,057 39,723 68.1 
Tampa 18,399 24,781 74.2 
Washington D.C. 30,223 38,563 78.4 
*Metropolitan areas are the 20 with the largest hotel employment in 2000. 
Source: WAI analysis of BLS ES -202 data on average annual hotel wages, and of basic family budgets in 
Heather Boushey et al., Hardships in America: The Real Story of Working Families (Washington, D.C.: 
Economic Policy Institute, 2001), table A4.1.  Basic family budgets converted to 2000 dollars using the CPI and 
rounded to the nearest dollar. 
 
Seventeen of the top 20 hotel metropolitan areas experienced average annual wage growth in 
hotels of 10 percent or more from 1989 to 2000 (table 28).  Hotel workers in Honolulu 
experienced the largest wage gains from 1989 to 2000 of workers in any of these 
metropolitan areas; their (inflation-adjusted) average annual wages went up by more than 
$12,000, or about 76 percent, during that period.  Average annual wages in Atlanta, New 
York, and Washington, D.C., also increased by more than 30 percent in the 1990s.  Only in 
Atlantic City did average wages decline during the 1990s as a whole.   
 
However, these find ings do not necessarily mean that most hotel workers in the top 20 hotel 
metropolitan areas received large wage increases.  The average wage, unlike the median 
wage that we presented in our national- level analyses of hotel wages, is very sensitive to the 
wages of the highest-paid workers.  If wages rise substantially at the top, then the average 
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can increase substantially even if the wages of the typical worker grow more slowly or not at 
all, or even if the typical worker’s wages decline.  (That is why the median wage, which we 
cannot estimate reliably for metropolitan areas, is a better measure of the typical worker’s 
wage.)  The data presented in tables 4 and 5 above show that, at the national level, the wages 
of high-wage hotel workers grew faster than the median hotel wage during the 1990s, 
perhaps because of the expansion of management jobs in the industry.  If this also occurred 
in major hotel metropolitan areas, then the increase in average hotel wages overstates the 
increase in the typical hotel worker’s wage. 
 
   

Table 28.  Average Annual Hotel Wages in the Top 20 Hotel Metropolitan Areas,  
1989-2000* (2000 dollars) 

 1989 1995 1999    2000 Percent 
change 

1989-2000 

Percent 
change 

1995-2000 

Percent 
change 

1999-2000 
Atlanta $18,204 $19,550 $23,990 $24,713   35.8%  26.4%    3.0% 
Atlantic City 31,225 29,251 28,590 28,146 -9.9 -3.8 -1.6 
Boston 22,268 22,121 24,232 24,631 10.6 11.3 1.6 
Chicago 19,592 20,191 23,040 23,133 18.1 14.6 0.4 
Dallas NA 20,201 23,243 23,744  NA 17.5 2.2 
Honolulu 16,466 27,850 28,616 29,010 76.2 4.2 1.4 
Houston 16,083 16,756 20,148 20,766 29.1 23.9 3.1 
Las Vegas 25,034 27,525 29,137 29,418 17.5 6.9 1.0 
Los Angeles 19,940 19,867 22,550 22,964 15.2 15.6 1.8 
Miami 18,072 18,553 20,837 20,158 11.5 8.7 -3.3 
New Orleans 16,899    NA 18,208 18,635 10.3  NA 2.3 
New York 29,598 32,853 37,846 38,764 31.0 18.0 2.4 
Orlando 17,746 18,371 19,830 20,045 13.0 9.1 1.1 
Phoenix 18,118 17,220 19,745 20,362 12.4 18.2 3.1 
Reno 20,127 21,265 22,362 22,796 13.3  7.2 1.9 
Riverside 17,796 16,392 18,448 19,330   8.6 17.9 4.8 
San Diego 17,500 17,381 20,053 20,549 17.4 18.2 2.5 
San Francisco 24,084 24,905 27,057 28,252 17.3 13.4 4.4 
Tampa 15,048 15,808 18,399 18,643 23.9 17.9  1.3 
Washington, DC 22,260 24,585 30,223 29,398 32.1 19.6 -2.7 
*Metropolitan areas are the 20 with the largest hotel employment in 2000. 
Note: NA=not available. 
Source: WAI analysis of BLS ES -202 data. 
 
Hotel Job Growth Strong in Western States, Weak in Northeast 
 
State- level data can show what has happened to hotel jobs outside of the top hotel 
metropolitan areas.  Hotel employment grew rapidly in some southern and western states in 
the 1990s.  Mississippi, with hotel job growth of 350 percent, or 27,668 jobs, had by far the 
largest increase in hotel employment in the 1990s.  Nevada (68.9 percent) and Utah (58.9 
percent) also experienced very large percentage increases in hotel jobs in the 1990s.  In 18 
states, employment growth during that decade exceeded the national rate of 16.7 percent 
(appendix table 1).  Of these 18 states, nine were in the west: Alaska, Colorado, Idaho, 
Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, Oregon, Utah and Wyoming.  All the Rocky Mountain 
states except Arizona had hotel job growth rates in excess of the national rate during the 
1990s.  Five of the seven states that lost hotel jobs in the 1990s were in the northeast: 
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Connecticut, Delaware, Massachusetts, New Jersey and Pennsylvania.  All the northeastern 
states had hotel job growth rates below the national rate during the 1990s. 
 
Hotel Wages in Most States Below U.S. Average 
 
Only nine states and the District of Columbia had average annual hotel wages above the U.S. 
hotel industry average of $20,419 in 2000 (appendix table 2).  New York, the District of 
Columbia, Maryland, Hawaii, Nevada and New Jersey all had ave rage annual hotel wages 
above $25,000.  All of these states contain at least part of a metropolitan area that is in the 
top 25 hotel metropolitan areas.  In terms of wage growth in the 1990s, Mississippi and 
Maryland experienced the largest percentage gains, 82.8 percent and 61.3 percent, 
respectively.  Alaska, New Jersey and South Dakota had small declines in annual hotel wages 
in the 1990s. 
 
Union Representation Is Concentrated in a Few States and Metropolitan Areas 
 
Hotel union representation is very unevenly distributed geographically.  In the late 1990s, the 
percentage of workers represented by unions was highest in Hawaii, Nevada, New York, 
New Jersey, Illinois, California, Rhode Island, the District of Columbia, Alaska and 
Washington.  These states had 85.6 percent of all union hotel workers.  (Nevada alone had 
nearly a third of all union hotel workers.)  Of the ten metropolitan areas identified in previous 
research as having high rates of union representation in the top segment of their hotel 
industries—Atlantic City, Boston, Chicago, Detroit, Honolulu, Las Vegas, Los Angeles, New 
York, San Francisco and Washington, D.C.28—all but Boston and Detroit are in the states 
with the highest rates of union representation.   
 
A More Detailed Analysis of Hotel Jobs and Workers in Five Major Tourist States 
 
We are unable to provide more detail on hotel employment in metropolitan areas because the 
CPS is generally not designed to produce reliable estimates at the metropolitan-area level.  
Moreover, the CPS does not have a large enough sample of hotel workers in most states to 
permit a detailed state-by-state analysis of hotel workers and their jobs that would be 
comparable to the one presented in this report for the nation as a whole.  However, the CPS 
does have enough hotel workers to enable us to perform such an analysis for five major 
tourist states—New York, Florida, Nevada, California, and Hawaii—using combined data for 
the late 1990s. 
 
Almost all Nevada hotel workers work full-time.  Nevada has an extremely low percentage of 
hotel workers who work part-time—only 6.4 percent (table 29).  Hawaii also has relatively 
few part-time hotel workers (11.8 percent).  The New York and California hotel industries 
have shares of part-time employment that are near the national hotel industry averages for the 
late 1990s.  Hotel workers in Nevada, California, and Hawaii are much less likely than their 
counterparts nationally to work long hours. 
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Table 29.  Percent of Workers Working Part-Time and 
 Long Hours in Selected States in Late 1990s* 

 New York Florida Nevada California Hawaii 

Part-time**     22.1%    16.9%   6.4%   20.0%   11.8% 
Long hours*** 11.5 15.5 6.1 9.9 7.0 
*Late 1990s=1996-2000 combined. 
**Less than 35 hours per week on all jobs. 
***45 or more hours per week on all jobs. 
Source: WAI analysis of CPS ORG data on usual weekly work hours.  Data for multiple years were combined 
because the CPS does not have enough observations for all relevant regions to permit reliable estimates for a 
single year. 
 
 
Hispanic and immigrant workers make up large shares of the hotel workforce in New York, 
Florida, Nevada, California, and Hawaii.  All five states have larger percentages of 
Hispanics in their hotel workforces than did the national hotel workforce in the late 1990s 
(table 30).  New York and Florida also have large percentages of black workers.  Except in 
Nevada, fewer than half of hotel workers in these states are white. 
 
All five states have very high percentages of foreign-born hotel workers and a majority of 
hotel workers in California are foreign-born.  Florida, California and Hawaii have very high 
percentages of non-citizens in their hotel workforces.  In New York and Hawaii, but not in 
the other three states, most foreign-born hotel workers are U.S. citizens. 
 
All five states have smaller percentages of hotel workers who are age 16-20 and 55 or older 
than the national averages for these years.  A majority of hotel workers in California and 
Hawaii are men, while most hotel workers nationwide are women.  Florida and California 
have very high percentages of workers with less than a high school diploma, while Hawaii 
has a very low percentage of such workers in its workforce.  Nevada and Hawaii have very 
high percentages of workers with high school diplomas or some college.   
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Table 30.  Demographic Characteristics of Hotel Workers  
 in Selected States in Late 1990s* 

 (Workers in each demographic category as percent of workers in state) 

 
      New  
     York     Florida     Nevada 

      
California       Hawaii 

Age 
16-20      7.4%    5.8%     4.0%    6.6%           ** 
21-24 12.0 8.9 6.4 7.1           ** 
25-34 27.0 25.3 26.2 27.8    29.7% 
35-44 26.1 26.3 29.3 30.3 27.5 
45-54 13.2 20.4 22.1 16.2 16.1 
55+ 14.2 13.2 12 11.9 15.7 
Race** 
White  47.4 45.5 56.1 36.1 15.6 
Black 21.2 24.3 8.3 4.2           ** 
Hispanic 23.8 26.2 25.0 44.6           ** 
Other 7.6 4.0 10.6 15.2           ** 
Sex 
Female 53.3 55.6 47.1 49.2 54.2 
Education 
Less than high school 22.5 29.0 20.9 31.1 14.4 
High school diploma only 34.6 30.5 40.8 28.9 37.8 
Some college 25.1 26.5 28.0 25.1 31.5 
College degree or more 17.8 14.0 10.4 14.9 16.4 
Immigration 
All foreign-born*** 43.5 36.6 31.7 51.3 40.4 
Foreign-born non-citizens 19.8 26.5 21.1 37.6 15.5 
*Late 1990s=1996-2000 combined. 
**CPS does not have enough observations in these categories to permit reliable estimates. 
**Whites, blacks, Hispanics and members of other races are defined as mutually exclusive categories.  This 
differs from the Census Bureau definition, under which Hispanics may be of any race. 
***Foreign-born are defined as all who are either non-citizens or naturalized citizens.  Foreign-born do not 
include U.S. natives born abroad.   
Source: WAI analysis of combined 1996-2000 CPS ORG data.  Data for multiple years were combined because 
the CPS does not have enough observations for all relevant regions to permit reliable estimates for a single year. 
 
Hotel workers earn higher wages in New York, Nevada, and Hawaii.  New York, Nevada 
and Hawaii have median hotel wages well above the national hotel medians for the late 
1990s, while Florida hotel wages were substantially below the national hotel medians (table 
31).  (The national median wage for hotel workers in 2000 was $8.62).  The relatively high 
wages of hotel workers in New York, Nevada and Hawaii may be due, in part, to their high 
rates of hotel union representation.  The wage gap between high- and low-wage hotel 
workers in New York was above the national averages for the late 1990s, while this gap was 
below average in Florida, California, and Hawaii.   
 
 
 
 

Table 31.  Hourly Wages of High-, Median and Low-Wage Hotel Workers  
 in Selected States, Late 1990s* 

 New York Florida Nevada California Hawaii 
High-wage earners** $18.39 $15.80 $18.24 $16.08 $17.89 
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Median wage  10.00    7.75     9.66    8.05   11.63 
Low-wage earners***   5.43    5.28     5.76    5.55    6.20 
High-wage earners’ wage 
as a percent of low-wage 
earners’ wage 

      339%        299%         317%       290%       289% 

*Late 1990s=1996-2000 combined. 
**Low-wage earners are defined as those who earn more than 10 percent of all workers and less than 90 
percent. 
***High-wage earners are defined as those who earn more than 90 percent of all workers and less than 10 
percent. 
Source: WAI analysis of combined 1996-2000 CPS ORG data.  Data for multiple years were combined because 
the CPS does not have enough observations for all relevant states to permit reliable estimates for a single year. 
 
Union hotel workers have a very large wage advantage in New York.  Hawaii, Nevada and 
New York have very high rates of union representation, while Florida has very low union 
representation.  The union-nonunion wage differential (unadjusted for workers’ 
demographic, economic, and locational characteristics) is very high in New York and higher 
than the national average in California.  The union-nonunion wage differential is almost 
nonexistent in Nevada, and nonunion workers actually earn more (unadjusted) in Hawaii.  It 
is possible that the relative lack of union wage effects in the hotel industry in Nevada and 
Hawaii results from nonunion hotels paying wages at or above union levels in the hope that 
this will forestall unionization.  Such behavior by nonunion employers may be most common 
where, as in Hawaii and Nevada, the rate of union representation in the industry is extremely 
high.   
 
The last row of table 32 adjusts the union-nonunion wage gap for workers’ demographic, 
economic, and locational characteristics.  The adjusted union wage differential is lower than 
the unadjus ted differential in New York and California, but it is still substantial in both 
states.  (The very large difference between the adjusted and unadjusted union wage 
differentials in New York may reflect the difference between generally high wages in the 
New York City metropolitan area, where unions represent many hotel workers, and generally 
lower wages elsewhere in the state, where unions represent few hotel workers.)  In Nevada, 
on the other hand, the union wage differential actually increases from 0.6 percent 
(unadjusted) to 7.2 percent after adjusting for worker characteristics.  Thus, there is a union 
effect in Nevada, albeit smaller than that in New York and California.  In Hawaii, there is no 
statistically significant difference between the wages of union and nonunion hotel workers 
once workers’ characteristics are taken into account.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 32.  Median Hourly Wages of Union and Nonunion Hotel Workers  
in Selected States in Late 1990s* 

 New York Florida Nevada California Hawaii 
Union $13.17 ** $9.66 $9.66 $11.52 
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Nonunion    8.58 **  9.60   7.75   11.80 
Percent difference 
between union and 
nonunion wages** 

     53.5% **      0.6%      24.7%         -2.4% 

Adjusted percent 
difference between 
union and nonunion 
wages *** 

 12.9 **  7.2 10.3 **** 

*Late 1990s=1996-2000. 
**The CPS did not contain enough union hotel workers in Florida to permit reliable estimates of union wages or 
the union-nonunion wage gap for that state. 
***Percent by which union median wage exceeds nonunion median wage. 
****Adjustment based on regression controlling for age, age squared, race, sex, education, marital status, 
whether or not the worker was foreign-born (i.e., either non-citizen or naturalized citizen), region, whether the 
worker lived in a metropolitan or nonmetropolitan area, metropolitan area size, occupation and whether or not 
the metropolitan area was an area of high union density in the top segment of its hotel industry.  Data for 1996-
2000 are combined to permit more reliable estimates. 
****Not significantly different from zero at 5% level of statistical significance. 
Source: WAI analysis of combined 1996-2000 CPS ORG data.  Data for multiple years were combined because 
the CPS does not have enough observations for all relevant states to permit reliable estimates for a single year. 
 
 
The Industry’s Experience in Recession and Since Sept. 11 
 
The hotel industry has received a great deal of publicity in recent months because of the 
drop-off in travel and tourism during the recession and especially after the Sept. 11 terrorist 
attacks.  This section uses recent data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics and private hotel 
industry research sources to show how those events affected the industry and its workers.  
Like most earlier sections of this report, this section presents data about all hotel and motel 
employees, regardless of occupation or location.  As of May 2002 (the latest month for which 
final national employment data were available at the time this report was written), hotels and 
hotel workers were not yet seeing any improvement in the number of jobs. 
 
No Recovery Yet for Hotel Jobs  
 
The recession and the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks hit hotel employment hard and, as of May 
2002, there were still fewer hotel jobs than at the beginning of the recession.  From the 
beginning of the recession in March 2001 through May 2002, hotel industry employment 
declined by 122,000 jobs, or 6.4 percent.  Of those lost jobs, 63,000 were lost since 
September 2001, reflecting the combined effects of the September attacks and the recession.  
The effects of the September attacks show up most clearly in the precipitous loss of 38,000 
hotel jobs between September and October 2001, the largest single-month job loss during the 
recession.  Employment fell in every month from March through December 2001, rose by 
6,000 jobs between December 2001 and January 2002, then remained stable from January 
through March 2002.  From March through May 2002, though, hotel employment fell again, 
more than wiping out the small December-to-January gain (figure 11). 
 



 

   55

Figure 11.   U.S. Hotel Employment, January 2001 - May 2002
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Source: WAI analysis of BLS Current Employment Statistics data.

 
Note: Data are for hotels and other lodging places; hotels and motels make up about 96 percent of all employment in this 
industry category. Data are seasonally adjusted. 
 
Hotel Unemployment Increased More Than U.S.  Rate from September to December 
2001 and More Than in Same Months in 2000 
 
Unemployment data also show a large effect of the recession on hotel workers.  
Unemployment for hotel workers climbed from 5.2 percent in 2000 to 7.0 percent in 2001.  
This 1.8 percentage point increase was much larger than the rise of 0.8 percentage points for 
all U.S. workers between 2000 and 2001 (figure 12).   

Figure 12.   Hotel Industry and U.S. Unemployment 
Rates, 2000 and 2001
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Source: WAI analysis of CPS basic monthly survey data.
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The unemployment data discussed here are not seasonally adjusted.  Therefore, it is not 
possible to make meaningful month-to-month comparisons.  Variations in non-seasonally 
adjusted data may reflect seasonal factors as well as changes in economic conditions.  For 
example, comparing unadjusted unemployment rates in December and January may tell us 
nothing more than that unemployment rates tend to be higher in January than in December 
because of seasonal factors (e.g. seasonal layoffs in the hotel industry at the end of a peak 
travel season) rather than other economic factors such as recession.  However, comparing 
unemployment rates for the same months, or period of months, in different years controls for 
seasonal factors. 
 
In 2001, the hotel industry had an increase in its unemployment rate from March (the 
beginning of the recession) to December, while there was a sizeable decrease in hotel 
industry unemployment during the corresponding months of 2000 (table 33).  The 
unemployment rate for all U.S. workers likewise rose by 0.8 percentage points in the same 
period, but hotel workers were hit harder than U.S. workers overall, as the unemployment 
rate rose relatively more for hotel workers than for U.S. workers compared to the same 
period in 2000.  From September to December 2001, hotels had only a slightly greater 
increase in the unemployment rate than in same months of 2000.  In contrast, U.S. workers as 
a whole had an increase in the unemployment rate from September to December 2001 but a 
small decline in the unemployment rate during the same months of 2000.29 
 

Table 33.  Changes in Hotel Industry and U.S. Unemployment Rates, 
 2000-2001 (percentage points) 

 March – 
December 2001 

March – 
December 2000 

September – 
December 2001 

September – 
December 2000 

Hotel industry 0.8 -2.8 1.8 1.7 
All U.S. 0.8 -0.6 0.7 -0.1 
Note: Data are not seasonally adjusted. 
Source: WAI analysis of CPS basic monthly survey data. 
 
The hotel industry generally has a higher unemployment rate than the U.S. overall.  In 2000 
and 2001, hotel workers’ unemployment rate exceeded that for all U.S. workers except for 
two months in 2000.  Unemployment rates in the hotel industry in 2000-2001 ranged from a 
low of 3.0 percent (September 2000) to a high of 9.0 percent (December 2001), while the 
unemployment rate for the U.S. overall in this period ranged from 3.6 percent (October 2000) 
to 5.4 percent (December 2001).  (Because hotel industry unemployment rates are not 
seasonally adjusted, the corresponding U.S. overall unemployment rates presented here are 
also not seasonally adjusted.)   
 
Nearly All Major Hotel Metropolitan Areas Experienced Hotel Job Losses in Last Year 
 
Table 34 provides data on recent hotel employment and changes in hotel employment for 19 
of the 20 metropolitan areas with the most hotel employment.30  (The table lists metropolitan 
areas in order of their March 2001 to March 2002 hotel percentage job loss or gain.)  These 
data are not seasonally adjusted.  (See section above on hotel unemployment.)  However, 
since we are comparing the same month in two years (thus controlling for seasonal 
variation), we can compare the employment in these metropolitan areas without adjusted 
data.   
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*Data are for hotels and other lodging places, except Las Vegas and Reno (hotels, gambling, and recreation 
services) and Atlantic City (casino hotels).   
**Washington, D.C., data are for District of Columbia only.  Washington, D.C., metropolitan area data are not 
available 
Note: Metropolitan areas shown are 19 of the 20 metropolitan areas with the largest hotel employment.  Boston 
data are not available.  Data are not seasonally adjusted. 
Source: WAI analysis of BLS Current Employment Statistics data. 
 
Ten of the top 20 hotel employment metropolitan areas had percentage job losses greater than 
the national average (5.3 percent) from March 2001, when the recession began, to March 
2002: Phoenix, Atlanta, Washington, New York, San Francisco, Honolulu, Orlando, Tampa, 
Chicago, and Los Angeles.  While Las Vegas lost the most hotel jobs from March 2001 to 
March 2002, 6,700 jobs, this amounted to only 3.4 percent of its hotel jobs, which placed it 
below the national percentage.  New York, Orlando, and Phoenix each lost 4,000 or more 
jobs from March 2001 to March 2002.  Only San Diego and Riverside avoided job losses 
from March to March. 
 
Large Occupancy Losses in Top Segments of the Industry, but Room Rates Fell Only 
Slightly 
 

Table 34.  Hotel Employment in 19 Major Hotel 
Metropolitan Areas, March 2001 – March 2002* 

March 2001 – March 2002  March 2002 
hotel 

employment 
Employment 

change 
Percent 

employment 
change 

Phoenix 25,500 -4,000     -13.6% 
Atlanta 23,700 -3700 -13.5 
Washington, 
D.C.** 13,600 -2,100 -13.4 
New York 40,200 -6,000 -13.0 
San Francisco 22,600 -2,800 -11.0 
Honolulu 15,000 -1,700 -10.2 
Orlando 44,800 -4,400   -8.9 
Tampa 15,700 -1,200   -7.1 
Chicago 35,900 -2,700   -7.0 
Los Angeles 38,700 -2,400   -5.8 
Miami 23,500 -1,300   -5.2 
Las Vegas 187,800 -6,700   -3.4 
New Orleans 16,100 -500   -3.0 
Houston 17,700 -400   -2.2 
Dallas 24,000 -500   -2.0 
Atlantic City 43,500 -700   -1.6 
Reno 32,300 -200   -0.6 
San Diego 27,200 100    0.4 
Riverside 16,700 900    5.7 
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All segments of the industry saw occupancy decline during 2001, but occupancy fell by a 
greater percentage in the upper segments of the industry than in the lower segments (table 
35).  Because the recession and Sept. 11 probably affected business- and long-distance 
vacation-related hotel stays more than other kinds of hotel stays, larger occupancy declines in 
the top segments were to be expected.  Although employment data are not available by 
industry segment, the occupancy data suggest that hotel job losses may have been greater, in 
percentage terms, in the upper segments.     
 
Despite occupancy losses, hotels in the top segments of the industry reduced their room rates 
only slightly during 2001 (table 36).  The average daily room rate actually rose in the upscale 
segment, even after adjusting for inflation.  In contrast, room rates dropped sharply in the two 
lowest segments of the industry.  Hotels in those segments were apparently able to stave off 
large occupancy losses by cutting their prices. 
 
 

Table 35.  Percentage Change in Hotel Occupancy Rate  
 From Previous Year, 1999-2001 

 1999 2000 2001 
Upper-upscale chains    -1.4%    1.5%     -5.7% 
Upscale -1.5 0.7 -3.8 
Midscale with food 
 and beverage service -1.1 0.0 -3.4 
Midscale without food 
 and beverage service -1.5 -1.0 -2.0 
Economy chains 0.0 0.5 -1.5 
Source: Smith Travel Research. 
 
 
Table 36.  Percentage Change in Hotel Average Daily Room Rate 

From Previous Year, 1999-2001* 
 1999 2000 2001 
Upper-upscale chains     2.7%    2.4%    -1.5% 
Upscale -0.7 -0.1 0.5 
Midscale with food & beverage service 1.2 0.8 -0.6 
Midscale without food & beverage service -3.7 -4.4 -4.8 
Economy chains -2.2 1.6 -4.3 
*Adjusted for inflation using the CPI-U. 
Source: WAI analysis of Smith Travel Research data. 
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Policy Recommendations 
 
This report has highlighted both positive and negative features of hotel employment.  The 
hotel industry has relatively strong employment and wage growth, many entry- level jobs, 
opportunities to create career ladders, the relative absence of extremely long work hours, and 
relative stability of employment within the industry and its occupations (although not within 
individual hotels).  However, we have identified several features of hotel jobs that are in need 
of improvement: low wages and many poverty-wage jobs, wages that are insufficient to 
support a single parent and child in nearly all major hotel metropolitan areas, absence of 
career ladders for many low-wage workers (despite the opportunities that exist to create 
them), growing wage inequality, falling employee benefits, many part-time jobs and a 
relatively large amount of involuntary part-time work, high job turnover and high 
occupational injury rates.   
 
Solving these problems requires public policies that will support union and employer efforts 
to promote the high road and block the low road in the industry.  The following are some 
policies that could achieve these goals. 
 
Provide Government and Foundation Funding to Multi-Employer Partnerships in the 
Industry 
 
Individual hotel employers, acting alone, are often unable to raise productivity, improve 
working conditions, reduce turnover, or train workers in skills that are useful throughout the 
industry.  Their difficulties include lack of knowledge, the fear that other employers will hire 
away workers that they have trained, and widespread low-road competition from employers 
that compete on the basis of low wages and do not systematically try to raise productivity.  If 
employers in the industry work together, though, they can overcome these obstacles.  
Because hotel workers have much of the knowledge that is needed to solve employers’ 
problems, multi-employer partnerships in the industry should include worker participation. 
 
Three existing multi-employer hotel partnerships illustrate the some of the ways in which 
partnerships can improve hotel jobs.  In Atlantic City, casino hotels and Local 54 of the Hotel 
Employees and Restaurant Employees Union (HERE) have worked together to create an 
apprenticeship program to train chefs.  In the San Francisco Hotels Partnership, downtown 
hotels at the high end of the industry work with HERE Local 2 to train line workers and 
managers in resolving labor-management conflicts, reducing the labor turnover that those 
conflicts often cause.  Las Vegas’ Culinary Training Academy, a non-profit organization 
formed by HERE Local 226 and major hotel casinos, trains hotel workers, helps place them 
in jobs, and through its training and placement efforts, helps workers advance within the 
industry.  The activities of all three partnerships both benefit workers directly and help raise 
hotel productivity. 
 
Government funding could facilitate the formation of similar partnerships in other major 
hotel centers.  Funding from foundations, particularly those that are concerned about the well 
being of low-wage, minority, or immigrant workers, could do so as well.  These partnerships 
could help reduce the high rates of labor turnover that are unproductive and costly to both 
workers and employers.  In addition to providing labor-management dispute resolution 
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training, some other ways that partnerships might help reduce turnover are to find ways to 
improve job safety, redesign jobs to make better use of worker skills and explore ways to 
reduce the number of part-time jobs.  At the same time, multi-employer partnerships are 
ideally situated to help workers make productive career moves from one hotel to another in 
cases where it is difficult or impossible for them to advance within a single hotel.  
Partnerships could promote multi-employer careers by working to make job definitions and 
skill requirements more uniform among hotels in a local area, training workers in skills that 
are useful throughout the industry but not specific to a single employer (such as cooking), 
and establishing portable pensions, health insurance and other employee benefits.  The fact 
that hotel workers typically stay within the hotel industry even though they often change 
employers makes it desirable for partnerships to address these issues. 
 
Raise Wages for Low-Wage Workers: Minimum Wage, Living Wage Laws and Job 
Quality Standards on Publicly Financed Hotel Projects 
 
Rapid hotel productivity growth is a necessary foundation for rapid wage growth over the 
long term, but by itself it is not sufficient.  Public policy should also raise wages for low-
wage workers in more direct ways.  Raising the wages of low-wage workers directly would 
benefit many hotel workers, reduce the number of hotel jobs that pay poverty- level wages, 
help reverse the growth of wage inequality in the industry and reduce labor turnover. 
 
Increasing federal and state minimum wages could benefit many hotel workers.  Minimum 
wage increases benefit not only workers who earn less than the amount to which the 
minimum wage is increased, but also other low-wage workers who earn slightly more than 
the minimum wage.  The 10 percent of hotel workers who earn less than $5.56 per hour (just 
41 cents above the current federal minimum wage) would benefit from a minimum wage 
increase.  Since the median hotel wage is only $8.62, other hotel workers could also benefit.  
Research has shown that modest increases in the minimum wage can benefit low-wage 
workers without causing job losses.31  
 
Local living-wage ordinances, which require companies that have government contracts or 
(in some cases) companies that receive government economic development subsidies to pay a 
wage higher than the federal or state minimum wage, could improve the quality of hotel jobs 
in the same way that a minimum wage increase could.  Because hotels that are built as part of 
downtown redevelopment projects often receive public economic development subsidies, 
living-wage ordinances have the greatest potential to raise hotel wages if they cover subsidy 
recipients as well as government contractors.  For the same reason, governments at all levels 
should include minimum job quality standards, including wages above the federal and state 
minimum wages, as a condition for economic development assistance, even where no living 
wage ordinances exist.   
 
Protect Workers’ Right to Form and Join Unions  
 
Unions raise hotel workers’ wages and reduce wage gaps by age, race, sex, education and 
immigration status.  They are of the most benefit to hotel workers who belong to 
demographic groups where wages are otherwise lowest.  Yet some employers continue to 
thwart workers’ right to organize by firing union supporters, intimidating workers or 
threatening to close establishments.  In the hotel industry, out sourcing of food and beverage 
and cleaning jobs to non-hotel employers can also deprive workers of union representation 



 

   61

that they may have previously chosen (as well as reduce their wages), unless appropriate 
safeguards are put in place. 
 
Integrate Education, Training, Workforce Development and Career Path Development 
More Fully into Welfare Reform 
 
Unless carefully designed, “work-first” welfare reform has the potential to drive down the 
wages of all low-wage workers by forcing more people into competition for low-wage jobs.  
It also has the potential to trap workers in jobs from which there is little opportunity to 
advance, or to promote the endless cycling of workers from one low-wage job to another.  
These concerns are especially important for the hotel industry, where many workers already 
earn poverty- level wages, wages in major metropolitan areas are generally insufficient to 
support a single parent and child, turnover is already high, and pathways of advancement are 
not equally available to all workers.   
 
States vary greatly in the extent to which they allow or encourage welfare recipients to 
pursue education or training in conjunction with work.  Few states have made efforts to 
encourage low-wage workers to take jobs that have real advancement possibilities, or to 
encourage employers to create career paths by which low-wage workers may advance.  
Allowing education and training to count as a major part of a welfare recipient’s allowable 
work activity helps individual workers to advance and relieves some of the downward 
pressure that a “work first” policy places on the wages of low-wage workers.  Because higher 
labor turnover often accompanies lower wages, such a policy also helps workers and 
employers avoid the burdens of increased turnover.  Linking welfare reform to structured 
advancement pathways can help ensure that welfare recipients who start out in low-wage 
jobs do not have to remain in those jobs indefinitely.  Such linkages would help welfare 
reform to achieve its goal of promoting self-sufficiency through work. 
 
Require Wage and Benefit Parity for Part -Time and Full-Time Workers  
 
Although part-time work in the hotel industry has been on the decline, the industry still has a 
larger than average share of jobs that are part-time. Part-time workers in the hotel industry 
are almost twice as likely as part-timers in the United States overall to be working part-time 
involuntarily.  Part-time jobs generally pay lower wages than full- time jobs.  (In the hotel 
industry, CPS ORG data show that part-time workers’ median hourly wage in 2000 was 
about 71 percent of full-timers’ median hourly wage.)  In addition, part-time jobs often lack 
pensions, health insurance, and other employee benefits.   
 
Because part-time workers cost less than full- timers, part-time employment can be part of a 
low-road competitive strategy.  At the same time, hotel guests’ needs for certain kinds of 
services (such as restaurant meals) can vary greatly over the course of a day or week, making 
some part-time work necessary even in high-road hotels.  Therefore, public policy should not 
try to eliminate all part-time jobs, but it should discourage part-time jobs that exist simply as 
a way of lowering wages and benefits.  Employers should be required to provide part-time 
workers with wages and benefits that are as good (on an hourly basis) as those they provide 
to full-timers who do equivalent work.     
 
Collect Detailed Industry Data Where Hotels Are Especially Important to the Local 
Economy 
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In states such as Nevada and Hawaii, the hotel industry makes up such large shares of output 
and employment that it affects the well being of the entire state.  In others, such as New 
Jersey, there are localities in which the industry is of similar public importance.  In these 
states and localities, the economic importance of the industry gives the public an interest in 
assessing the economic and labor market performance of the industry.  Yet many of the kinds 
of detailed industry- level data on wages, work hours, and workforce demographics that we 
present in this report—and that are essential to evaluating the performance of the industry—
are not available on an ongoing basis for such states and localities.  The Current Population 
Survey sample is too small to provide much of this information at the state level, even in the 
five states for which we were able to report some data, and it is not representative of 
metropolitan areas.  The U.S. Census provides some of this information for states and 
localities, but it is only conducted once every ten years and data may be several years old by 
the time they are released.  Private data sources do not collect many of the necessary data.  
Some data, such as those on  occupational illnesses and injuries, are only available at the 
national level.  No labor market data are available for different segments of the industry, 
despite the fact that the differing competitive pressures that hotels in those segments face 
make it likely that job characteristics will differ by industry segment. 
 
Hotel industry and workforce data comparable to those presented in this report should be 
collected regularly for states and metropolitan areas for which the industry is of major 
economic significance.  Any state or metropolitan area for which the location quotient of 
hotel employment is greater than 1.0 for five consecutive years should be included.  In such 
places, the hotel industry is important not only because it has a large effect on employment 
and income, but also because hotels are a major “export” industry for the region, contributing 
to the region’s prosperity by drawing in many tourists from other parts of the country.  The 
federal government could collect the necessary data as a supplement to its existing programs 
(such as the Current Population Survey), the affected states could collect the data themselves, 
or a joint federal-state data collection program could be implemented.  Regardless of how the 
costs are split between federal and state governments, the rationale for incurring those costs 
is that the public needs to be able to assess the performance of any industry that has a major 
economic impact on a state or locality. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Appendix: Hotel Labor Market Data for the States 
 

Appendix Table 1.  Hotel Jobs and Job Growth by State, 1989-2000* 
 Job 

Growth, 
Job 

Growth, 
Job 

Growth, 
Hotel 
Jobs, 

Percent 
Change, 

Percent 
Change, 

Percent 
Change, 
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1989-
2000 

1995-
2000 

1999-
2000 

2000 1989-2000 1995-2000 1999-2000 

Alabama 1,832 1,182 135 14,769 14.2 8.7 0.9 
Alaska 1,671 1,145 528 6505 34.6 21.4 8.8 
Arizona 4,223 4,217 721 45,087 10.3 10.3 1.6 
Arkansas 1,019 361 -5 10,635 10.6 3.5 0.0 
California 6,399 23,095 6,475 193,583 3.4 13.5 3.5 
Colorado 9,212 3,536 346 39,700 30.2 9.8 0.9 
Connecticut -2,200 1,099 -48 10,811 -16.9 11.3 -0.4 
Delaware -281 327 99 2,579 -9.8 14.5 4.0 
District of 
Columbia 

698 260 3,289 16,186 4.5 1.6 25.5 

Florida 20,938 20,231 3,973 152,801 15.9 15.3 2.7 
Georgia 5,497 6,116 1,198 46,673 13.4 15.1 2.6 
Hawaii 1,415 760 1,331 38,240 3.8 2.0 3.6 
Idaho 1,734 396 58 7,988 27.7 5.2 0.7 
Illinois  4,331 4,066 1,688 54,417 8.6 8.1 3.2 
Indiana 1,554 1,303 311 22,094 7.6 6.3 1.4 
Iowa 1,991 1,333 -132 13,252 17.7 11.2 -1.0 
Kansas 881 837 -619 9,955 9.7 9.2 -5.9 
Kentucky 1,469 1,536 576 16,450 9.8 10.3 3.6 
Louisiana 3,372 2,514 745 24,971 15.6 11.2 3.1 
Maine 991 1,263 83 9,251 12.0 15.8 0.9 
Maryland 3,277 2,106 642 24,861 15.2 9.3 2.7 
Massachusetts  -1,051 4,002 917 34,401 -3.0 13.2 2.7 
Michigan 2,650 2,298 -301 35,580 8.0 6.9 -0.8 
Minnesota 8,564 6,562 1,249 32,101 36.4 25.7 4.0 
Mississippi 27,668 19,779 2,577 35,568 350.2 125.3 7.8 
Missouri 1,454 1,522 -649 31,353 4.9 5.1 -2.0 
Montana 2,579 639 92 9,072 39.7 7.6 1.0 
Nebraska 2,677 2,641 139 9,608 38.6 37.9 1.5 
Nevada 88,350 39,563 6,771 216,512 68.9 22.4 3.2 
New Hampshire 209 757 115 8,267 2.6 10.1 1.4 
New Jersey -1,922 -440 53 71,036 -2.6 -0.6 0.1 
New Mexico 2,217 406 -144 13,724 19.3 3.0 -1.0 
New York 4,293 11,392 2,343 79,914 5.7 16.6 3.0 
North Carolina 7,659 6,342 190 37,830 25.4 20.1 0.5 
North Dakota 955 382 -45 5,232 22.3 7.9 -0.9 
Ohio -1,215 955 585 36,086 -3.3 2.7 1.6 
Oklahoma -404 224 384 10,777 -3.6 2.1 3.7 
Oregon 3,263 2,422 158 20,847 18.6 13.1 0.8 
Pennsylvania -1,742 2,426 29 49,902 -3.4 5.1 0.1 
Rhode Island 545 548 180 4,020 15.7 15.8 4.7 
South Carolina 4,458 3,987 93 27,849 19.1 16.7 0.3 
South Dakota 2,241 577 162 7,016 46.9 9.0 2.4 
Tennessee 4,706 1,124 1 34,800 15.6 3.3 0.0 
Texas 8,025 9,616 1,151 91,271 9.6 11.8 1.3 
Utah 6,487 3,606 220 17,493 58.9 26.0 1.3 

Appendix Table 1 (Cont’d).  Hotel Jobs and Job Growth by State, 1989-2000* 
 Job 

Growth, 
1989-
2000 

Job 
Growth, 

1995-
2000 

Job 
Growth, 

1999-
2000 

Hotel 
Jobs, 
2000 

Percent 
Change, 

1989-2000 

Percent 
Change, 

1995-2000 

Percent 
Change, 

1999-2000 

Vermont 266 1,114 296 10,863 2.5 11.4 2.8 
Virginia 4,145 3,427 1,543 47,349 9.6 7.8 3.4 
Washington 3,804 984 780 27,161 16.3 3.8 3.0 
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West Virginia 1,259 535 202 9,321 15.6 6.1 2.2 
Wisconsin 6,109 2,407 257 28,644 27.1 9.2 0.9 
Wyoming 1,724 379 -15 8,512 25.4 4.7 -0.2 
Source: WAI analysis of BLS ES -202 data. 
 
 
 

Appendix Table 2.  Average Annual Hotel Wages by State, 1989-2000 (2000 dollars) 
 Average 

annual 
wage, 
1989 

Average 
annual 
wage, 
1995 

Average 
annual 
wage, 
1999 

Average 
annual 
wage, 
2000 

Percent 
change, 

1989-2000 

Percent 
change, 

1995-2000 

Percent 
change, 

1999-2000 

Alabama $12,104 $12,039 $12,821 $12,912    6.7%    7.2%    0.7% 
Alaska 20,239 18,513 19,359 19,841 -2.0 7.2 2.5 
Arizona 16,055 15,727 18,206 18,527 15.4 17.8 1.8 
Arkansas 11,003 10,761 11,641 11,636 5.8 8.1 0.0 
California 18,536 18,495 20,700 21,269 14.7 15.0 2.7 
Colorado 15,267 16,018 18,228 18,729 22.7 16.9 2.8 
Connecticut 18,144 18,657 19,917 20,768 14.5 11.3 4.3 
Delaware 15,386 13,628 15,739 15,673  1.9 15.0 -0.4 
District of 
Columbia 

25,684 24,594 29,393 29,507 14.9 20.0 0.4 

Florida 16,722 17,374 19,450 19,731 18.0 13.6 1.4 
Georgia 15,926 16,782 20,080 20,871 31.0      24.4 3.9 
Hawaii 24,533 26,659 27,761 28,438 15.9  6.7 2.4 
Idaho 11,740 12,151 13,148 13,088 11.5  7.7 -0.5 
Illinois  16,995 17,548 19,784 20,057 18.0 14.3 1.4 
Indiana 12,454 13,046 14,636 14,314 14.9  9.7 -2.2 
Iowa 10,784 11,280 12,187 12,133 12.5  7.6 -0.4 
Kansas 11,415 11,665 13,801 13,663 19.7 17.1 -1.0 
Kentucky 12,136 12,992 13,971 13,750 13.3 5.8 -1.6 
Louisiana 14,734 14,937 15,953 16,151  9.6  8.1 1.2 
Maine 13,335 13,026 14,555 14,611  9.6 12.2 0.4 
Maryland 17,792 24,165 30,485 28,699 61.3 18.8 -5.9 
Massachusetts  20,335 21,548 23,665 24,164 18.8 12.1 2.1 
Michigan 13,932 13,543 14,668 15,041 8.0 11.1 2.5 
Minnesota 13,583 13,493 16,041 16,260 19.7 20.5 1.4 
Mississippi 11,046 16,653 19,362 20,190 82.8 21.2 4.3 
Missouri 13,558 14,344 16,500 16,836 24.2 17.4 2.0 
Montana 11,060 10,818 11,982 12,319 11.4 13.9 2.8 
Nebraska 10,298 10,448 12,237 12,375 20.2 18.4  1.1 
Nevada 23,452 26,144 27,829 28,103 19.8   7.5  1.0 
New Hampshire 15,937 14,045 15,937 16,648   4.5 18.5 4.5 
New Jersey 26,864 26,294 26,638 26,299  -2.1   0.0 -1.3 
New Mexico 11,774 12,741 13,515 13,535 15.0   6.2 0.1 
Appendix Table 2 (Cont’d).  Average Annual Hotel Wages by State, 1989-2000 
                                                 (2000 dollars) 
 Average 

annual 
wage, 
1989 

Average 
annual 
wage, 
1995 

Average 
annual 
wage, 
1999 

Average 
annual 
wage, 
2000 

Percent 
change, 

1989-2000 

Percent 
change, 

1995-2000 

Percent 
change, 

1999-2000 

New York 22,650 24,451 28,009 29,522 30.3 20.7 5.4 
North Carolina 13,255 13,593 15,246 15,451 16.6 13.7 1.3 
North Dakota 9,778 10,428 11,144 11,253 15.1  7.9 1.0 
Ohio 13,869 14,334 15,338 15,406 11.1  7.5 0.4 
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Oklahoma 12,024 11,537 12,817 12,970   7.9 12.4 1.2 
Oregon 12,730 13,402 15,274 15,396 20.9 14.9  0.8 
Pennsylvania 14,960 15,160 16,926 17,209 15.0 13.5  1.7 
Rhode Island 16,588 17,043 18,954 19,427 17.1 14.0  2.5 
South Carolina 13,032 13,730 15,171 15,290 17.3 11.4  0.8 
South Dakota 10,735 10,167 10,350 10,343 -3.7   1.7  -0.1 
Tennessee 16,320 17,631 21,635 18,657 14.3   5.8     -13.8 
Texas 15,178 16,183 18,420 18,525 22.1 14.5        0.6 
Utah 12,441 12,921 15,141 15,497 24.6 19.9   2.3 
Vermont 15,999 15,494 16,890 16,893  5.6  9.0   0.0 
Virginia 15,182 15,166 16,880 17,098 12.6 12.7  1.3 
Washington 14,597 15,429 17,435 17,122 17.3 11.0 -1.8 
West Virginia 14,238 14,027 15,377 15,595  9.5 11.2  1.4 
Wisconsin 10,951 11,042 12,336 12,333 12.6 11.7  0.0 
Wyoming 10,765 11,368 12,523 12,730 18.3 12.0  1.6 
Source: WAI analysis of BLS ES -202 data. 
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