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Executive Summary

Retaining Management 
Talent:

What Hospitality Professionals Want from 
Their Jobs 

by Masako S. Taylor and Kate Walsh, Ph.D.

ONE OF THE PRIMARY CHALLENGES THAT THE HOSPITALITY INDUSTRY CONTINUES TO FACE IS HIGH  
levels of turnover. With an eye toward finding ways for the industry to reduce unwant-

ed turnover, we examine turnover intentions of one the most critical groups of employees: 
namely, management staff. Using a sample of 401 graduates of the Cornell University School 
of Hotel Administration (with graduation dates of 1987 through 2002), this study identifies 
the job features that enhance managers’ commitment levels to their organizations and to the 
industry generally, as well as reduce their likelihood of leaving both. A key finding of this 
study is that these hospitality professionals are actively managing their careers. To that end, 
they are looking for challenging jobs that offer growth opportunities, competent leadership, 
and fair compensation. Foremost among those factors is the chance to gain career growth 
through increasingly challenging assignments. While a substantial number of respondents 
were motivated by external factors, such as compensation, most of the respondents find the 
greatest motivation from the internal aspects of the job, including the opportunity for per-
sonal and career growth and the chance to make a contribution to the organization. To the 
degree that those desired jobs features are in place, hospitality managers’ commitment lev-
els will rise. Managers’ commitment to performing challenging work especially reduces their 
likelihood of leaving their companies and the industry.
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There are several things I believe to be important in 
my career, such as contact with other people, growth 
opportunities, constant learning opportunities, and a 
good salary. My current job does not provide me 
most of these items. …I’m currently looking for 

another job.

Retaining Management 
Talent: 

 
 

What Hospitality Professionals
Want from Their Jobs

 
By Masako S. Taylor and Kate Walsh, Ph.D.
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I need something challenging, and I 
need to work for people who recognize 
my effort. I don’t necessarily need to 
be compensated monetarily. But I do 

need people to say “good job” a lot.

HUMAN-CAPITAL ISSUES, SPECIFICALLY TURN-
OVER, remain a priority in the global 
hospitality industry. In a survey of in-

dustry leaders from 25 countries, over 50 per-
cent cited human-capital challenges—that is, re-
cruiting, retaining, motivating, training, and 
developing the work force—as the problems that 

“keep them awake at night.”1 Indeed, at 60 per-
cent on average,2 employee turnover is a thorny 
problem in hotels—one that most operators 
unfortunately accept as a “cost of doing busi-
ness.”3 In a roundtable meeting of hospitality 
human-resources executives and faculty held at 
Cornell University, participants lamented not 
only the turnover challenge, but specifically 
the fact that many Cornell graduates were un-
willing to remain in the industry for the requi-
site number of years to put their management 
training and financial skills to use in high-level 
positions.4 With a lack of a foreseeable career 
ladder, these employees were leaving their orga-
nizations within a year or two of their gradua-
tion. So, too, many women and men leave their 
jobs in their hospitality organizations simply be-
cause they cannot commit to the long hours and 
unpredictable schedules and at the same time 
maintain a satisfying family and personal life.

In this report, we examine the challenge 
of retaining managerial talent, both in orga-
nizations and in the industry. Applying ideas 
from career and commitment theories to the 
results of a survey of managers who graduat-
ed from Cornell University’s School of Hotel 
Administration between 1987 and 2003, we 
identify the job features that keep “high value” 
management employees from leaving their or-
ganizations and the industry. Specifically, we 
examine (1) what job features are important 

to these types of employees, and (2) how these 
features are related to employees’ commitment 
level to their organizations and to the indus-
try. In addition, we examine the impact of 
commitment on employees’ intentions to leave 
their organizations or the industry. In doing 
so, we consider to what degree managers in 
the hospitality industry take charge of their ca-
reers, and we address what hospitality compa-
nies can do to retain their management talent. 

This report has four sections. In the first 
section we review relevant literature to sug-
gest which specific job features would enhance 
the commitment levels of hospitality manag-
ers. We then consider the impact of  commit-

1 C.A. Enz, “What Keeps You Up at Night? Key Issues of 
Concern for Lodging Managers,” Cornell Hotel and Restaurant 
Administration Quarterly, Vol. 42, No. 4 (August 2001), pp. 38–
45.

2 B. A. Worcester, “The People Problem,” Hotel & Motel 
Management, Vol. 214, March 1999, p. 38.

3 M.A. Deery and R. Shaw, “An Investigation of the 
Relationship between Employee Turnover and Organizational 
Culture,” Journal of Hospitality & Tourism Research, Vol. 23 
(1999), pp. 387–400; and R.D. Iverson and M.A. Deery, 

“Turnover Culture in the Hospitality Industry,” Human 
Resource Management, Vol. 7 (1997), pp. 71–82.

4 Cornell University Human Resources/Organizational 
Behavior Industry Roundtable, April 20, 2001.
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ment to these job features on the responding 
managers’ turnover intentions. In the next two 
sections, we present the methodology used to 
explore these issues, along with the results of 
our research. We conclude with a discussion 
of the implications of our findings for leaders 
wishing to hold on to their managerial talent.

Turnover in the Hospitality 
Industry

Research suggests that turnover strongly affects 
both an industry’s and an organization’s suc-
cess—and we believe that most practitioners 
would agree with that proposition. The ability 
of the industry to retain talented individuals 
influences its future leadership, direction, and 
growth. At the organization level, high levels 
of voluntary turnover interrupt the flow of 
business, damage the bottom line, and affect 
companies in three major ways.5 First, with the 
continuous change in front-line employees that 
high turnover brings, maintaining service qual-
ity (not to mention relationship-marketing pro-
grams) becomes a challenge. A great deal of an 
organization’s implicit service-based knowledge 
resides in its employees. For example, specific 
and personalized knowledge about customers’ 
preferences and habits may exist only in the 
minds of seasoned service employees. When 
those employees walk out the door, so does the 
company’s valuable knowledge base.6 Second, 
turnover is expensive. The cost of losing one 
line-level employee is estimated at between 
$1,300 and $7,600,7 while the cost of manage-
rial-level turnover is argued to be equivalent to 
the individual’s annual base salary.8 Costs may 

include wasted efforts in hiring and training 
and the additional time required by remain-
ing staff to cover shifts. Finally, high turnover 
can harm employee morale. In a workplace 
that relies heavily on teamwork and commit-
ment to service, high turnover and low morale 
can reduce employees’ emotional and cogni-
tive investments in their organizations. These 
sorts of investments are essential for the suc-
cess of team and service-based organizations 
and can potentially be disastrous for those 
companies that require employees to profes-
sionally manage customer-based interactions.9

While most turnover in the hospitality in-
dustry occurs among nonexempt employees, 
the revolving door is also an issue for manage-
ment talent. As we just indicated, the highest 
estimated costs of turnover are for employees 
who hold management positions.10 The rea-
sons managers quit are different from why 
other employees voluntarily leave their orga-
nizations. Current thinking is that managerial 
turnover occurs because individuals no longer 
put their careers—and their career paths—in 
the hands of one employer in an exchange of 
job security for loyalty.11 Instead, top-level em-
ployees proactively manage their careers and 
control their professional development by 

5 T. Simons and T. Hinkin, “The Effect of Employee 
Turnover on Hotel Profits,” Cornell Hotel and Restaurant 
Administration Quarterly, Vol. 42, No. 4 (August 2001),  
pp. 65–69.

6 R.W. Coff, “Human Assets and Management 
Dilemmas: Coping with Hazards on the Road to Resource-
based Theory,” Academy of Management Review, Vol. 22 (1997), 
pp. 374–402.

7 T. Hinkin and B. Tracey, “The Cost of Turnover,” 
Cornell Hotel and Restaurant Administration Quarterly, Vol. 41, 
No. 3 (June 2000), pp. 14–21.

8 M.C. Sturman, C.O. Trevor, J.W. Boudreau, and B. 
Gerhart, “Is It Worth It to Win the Talent War? Evaluating 
the Utility of Performance-Based Pay,” Personnel Psychology, 
Vol. 56 (2003), pp. 997–1035.

9 Hinkin and Tracy, pp. 14–21; A. Hochschild, The 
Managed Heart: Commercialization of Human Feeling (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1983); J.L. Heskett, W.E. Sasser, 
and L.A. Schlesinger, The Service Profit Chain (New York: The 
Free Press, 1997); and B. Schneider and D.E. Bowen, Winning 
the Service Game (Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 
1995).

10  Hinkin and Tracey, pp. 14–21; and Sturman et al.,  
pp. 997–1035.

11 D.T. Hall and P.H. Mirvis, “The New Protean Career: 
Psychological Success and the Path with a Heart,” in The Career 
Is Dead—Long Live the Career: A Relational Approach to Careers, 
ed. D.T. Hall (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1996), pp. 15–45; 
D.T. Hall and J.E. Moss, “The New Protean Career Contract: 
Helping Organizations and Employees Adapt,” Organizational 
Dynamics, Winter 1998, pp. 22–37; V.M. Roehling, M.A. 
Cavanaugh, L.M. Moynihan, and W.R. Boswell, “The Nature 
of the New Employment Relationship: A Content Analysis of 
the Practitioner and Academic Literatures,” Human Resource 
Management, Vol. 39 (2000), pp. 305–320; S.E. Sullivan, “The 
Changing Nature of Careers: A Research Agenda,” Journal of 
Management, Vol. 25 (1999), pp, 457–484; and J.W. Tansky 
and D.J. Cohen, “The Relationship between Organizational 
Support, Employee Development, and Organizational 
Commitment: An Empirical Study,” Human Resource 
Development Quarterly, Vol. 12 (2001), pp. 285–300.
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seeking out jobs and organizations that meet 
specific criteria that they define for themselves.12 

The key issue that we investigate here is 
whether this idea of self-managed careers is rel-
evant for hospitality managers. If they do take 
charge of their own careers, we wanted to deter-
mine how they do so. Recent research seems to 
suggest that, if nothing else, hospitality manag-
ers do not rely on their organizations for long-
term employment. In a study of management 
turnover in the hotel industry, 86 percent of 
the managers who left their companies found 
employment with other organizations in the in-
dustry.13 Another study identified the so-called 

“hobo effect” of the hotel industry, whereby 

seemingly satisfied employees leave their orga-
nizations to join other companies.14 We wanted 
to know what made those managerial employ-
ees leave their companies—and often the indus-
try. Are these employees the ones whom hos-
pitality organizations should work to retain? 
If so, how can organizations retain those em-
ployees and simultaneously protect the indus-
try’s future? We suggest that retention may be 
linked to specific job features that enable pro-
fessionals to develop their careers “in-house.” 
These features enhance individuals’ organiza-
tional and industry commitment levels and 
reduce their turnover intentions. We next dis-
cuss our ideas, which are depicted in Exhibit 1.

12 D.T. Hall, Careers In and Out of Organizations 
(Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2002).

13 L.D. Stalcup and T.A. Pearson, “A Model of the Causes 
of Management Turnover in Hotels,” Journal of Hospitality & 
Tourism Research, Vol. 25 (2001), pp. 17–30.

14 S.J. Hartman and A.C. Yrie, “Can the Hobo 
Phenomenon Help Explain Voluntary Turnover?,” 
International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management, 
Vol. 8 (1996), pp. 11–16.

Industry Turnover 
Intentions

Organizational 
Turnover Intentions

Industry 
Commitment

Organizational 
Commitment

Continuing 
Commitment to 

Rewards

Affective 
Commitment to  
Relationships

Affective 
Commitment to  

Work

Net Return of 
Extrinsic Rewards

Learning-oriented 
Relationships

Challenging
Work H1

H2

H3

H4

H5

EXHIBIT 1

Hypotheses relating to industry and organizational commitment and turnover

Note: For a discussion of the hypotheses, see: H1, page 9; H2 and H3, page 10; and H4 and H5, page 11.  
For results of hypothesis tests, see pages 24 through 26.
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Organizational Commitment
Organizational commitment refers to the psy-
chological attachment that employees develop 
toward membership in their organizations.15 
There are two ways in which individuals can 
express their commitment.16 The first is affec-
tively, or what we call becoming emotionally 
attached to an organization. Individuals who 
are emotionally committed are loyal to their 
organization; they identify with its goals and 
mission and even become willing to take on 
their companies’ challenges as though those 

challenges were their own. Alternatively, indi-
viduals can be what we call calculatively com-
mitted, which means that they engage in a re-
source exchange with their organizations (i.e., 
they exchange a job well done for a competitive 
salary and benefits package). These individuals 
remain with their organizations because they 

find it too costly to leave. For example, indi-
viduals may be committed to stay with their 
companies because they have garnered senior-
ity or a network of contacts that would be lost 
if they left. They may also be receiving bene-
fits and perks that cannot be matched by other 
companies. Then again, individuals could be 
calculatively committed to their organizations 
because comparable jobs are not available with 
competing organizations. In a broader frame-
work, individuals may also be simultaneously 
committed to membership in their profession 
or industry.17 The primary difference between 
the two forms of commitment is that those 
who are emotionally committed stay with 
their organizations because they want to, while 
those who are calculatively committed remain 
with their organizations because they need to.

While the term organization may refer to 
one of many different conceptual structures, 
researchers have suggested that differentiating 
among the features of work to which individu-
als are committed would be helpful to under-
stand the effect of that commitment on such 
organizational outcomes as turnover inten-
tions.18 For example, managers might be com-
mitted to their executive team, their job title, 
or the career track within their companies. If 
these features are present, they may be more 
inclined to remain with their current com-
panies, as well as in the hospitality industry. 
Next, we discuss the job features that we be-
lieve support individuals’ career development.

15 N.J. Allen and J.P. Meyer, “The Measurement and 
Antecedents of Affective, Continuance and Normative 
Commitment to the Organization,” Journal of Occupational 
Psychology, Vol. 63 (1990), pp. 1–18; R.T. Mowday, R.M. 
Steers, and L.W. Porter, “The Measurement of Organizational 
Commitment,” Journal of Vocational Behavior, Vol. 14 (1979), pp. 
224–247; and C. O’Reilly III and J. Chatman, “Organization 
Commitment and Psychological Attachment: The Effects of 
Compliance, Identification, and Internalization on Prosocial 
Behavior,” Journal of Applied Psychology, Vol. 71 (1986),  
pp. 492–499.

16 The multi-dimensional conceptualization of orga-
nizational commitment is based on the three-factor model 
found in: J.P. Meyer and N.J. Allen, “A Three-Component 
Conceptualization of Organizational Commitment,” Human 
Resource Management Review, Vol. 1 (1991), pp. 61–89; and J.P. 
Meyer and N.J. Allen, Commitment in the Workplace: Theory, 
Research and Application (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1997).

17 P.C. Morrow, “Concept Redundancy in 
Organizational Research: The Case of Work Commitment,” 
Academy of Management Review, Vol. 8 (1983), pp. 486–500; 
and A.E. Reichers, “A Review and Reconceptualization of 
Organizational Commitment,” Academy of Management Review, 
Vol. 10 (1985), pp. 265–476.

18 T.E. Becker, “Foci and Bases of Commitment: Are 
They Distinctions Worth Making?,” Academy of Management 
Journal, Vol. 35 (1992), pp. 232–244; T.E. Becker, R.S. 
Billings, D.M. Eveleth, and N.L. Gilbert, “Foci and Bases of 
Employee Commitment: Implications for Job Performance,” 
Academy of Management Journal, Vol. 39 (1996), pp. 464–482; 
S.D. Hunt and R.M. Morgan, “Organizational Commitment: 
One of Many Commitments or Key Mediating Construct?,” 
Academy of Management Journal, Vol. 37 (1994), pp. 1568–
1587; and M.A. Siders G. George, and R. Dhawadkar, “The 
Relationship of Internal and External Commitment Foci to 
Objective Job-performance Measures,” Academy of Management 
Journal, Vol. 44 (2001), pp. 570–579.

The most important thing to me about 
my career is that I continually learn 
and improve. I like to be challenged, 
and I like to be surrounded by smart, 
experienced people from whom I can 

learn.
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Self-directed Careers
We suggest that a key to retaining high-value 
managers and developing their commitment 
levels is to understand the ways in which these 
employees manage their careers. Research on 
careers indicates that rather than rely on the or-
ganization, today’s professionals are more likely 
to drive and define their own careers and to 
manage the path they take.19 As such, notions 
of being on a “fast track” or defined career path 
no longer hold. Instead of seeking job security 
(which many doubt exists), individuals work to 
develop portable skills.20 Thus, individuals will 
seize jobs with organizations that provide op-
portunities to perform work that is meaningful 
to them.21 In that regard, it is not uncommon 
for these individuals to switch organizations 
and careers in search of these opportunities.22 

As a consequence, determining the compo-
nents of “meaningful work” becomes essential. 
Research suggests that, in the context of man-
aging their careers, individuals look for their 
companies to offer the following job features: 
intrinsically challenging work that provides indi-
viduals with opportunities to learn and grow;23 
learning-oriented relationships with colleagues, 
supervisors, and clients;24 and valued extrinsic 
rewards in exchange for the work performed.25 
We briefly discuss each of those features. 

Challenging work. Intrinsically challeng-
ing work enables individuals to acquire and 
apply new knowledge and skills. This form 
of learning can be related either to the tech-
nical aspects or to the managerial aspects of a 
job. Individuals may acquire new knowledge 
and skills in a variety of ways—from participat-
ing in special-project groups to attending for-
mal and informal training sessions, as well as 

from opportunities to lead others and direct 
the department’s activities. Individuals look to 
be continuously challenged from their work 
because it enables them to apply complex cog-
nitive skills, such as problem solving, broad-
picture visioning, and long- and short-range 
planning. Offering intrinsically challenging 
work can be a double-edged sword, however, 
because even as it adds value to an individual’s 
skill base it increases the individual’s market-
ability to the competition. We argue, howev-
er, that if individuals are continuously chal-
lenged and learning within their organizations, 
they actually become committed to this aspect 
of their jobs, their organizations, and the in-
dustry. This is because individuals will find 
their jobs meaningful, and they will want to 
continue employment with the organization 
and the industry that provide these opportu-
nities. This logic leads to our first hypothesis:

Hypothesis #1: Individuals who are of-
fered intrinsically challenging work will 
exhibit greater commitment to their or-
ganizations and to the industry. This ef-
fect occurs through individuals’ becom-
ing emotionally committed to their jobs.

Learning-oriented relationships. Learn-
ing-oriented relationships involve developing 
meaningful connections with others at work 

I am looking for challenge and change 
all the time. I never want to have a job 
that requires repetition of the same 

tasks day after day.

19 P.H. Mirvis and D.T. Hall, “Psychological Success and 
the Boundaryless Career,” Journal of Organizational Behavior, 
Vol. 15 (1994), pp. 365–380.

20 Hall, op.cit.; S.E. Sullivan, W.A. Carden, and D.F. 
Martin, “Careers in the Next Millennium: Directions for 
Future Research,” Human Resource Management Review, Vol. 8 
(1998), pp. 165–185.

21 B.W. Altman and J.E. Post, “Beyond the Social 
Contract: An Analysis of the Executive View at Twenty-five 
Larger Companies,” in The Career Is Dead—Long Live the Career: 
A Relational Approach to Careers, ed. D.T. Hall (San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass, 1996), pp. 46–71.

22 P. Cappelli, “Career Jobs Are Dead,” California 
Management Review, Vol. 42 (1999), pp. 146–167.

23 Hall, op.cit.
24 Ibid.; and K.E. Kram and D.T. Hall, “Mentoring in the 

Context of Diversity and Turbulence,” in Managing Diversity: 
Human-resource Strategies for Transforming the Workplace, ed. E.E. 
Kossek and S.A. Lobel (Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1996),  
pp. 108–136.

25 M.A. Cavanaugh and R.A. Noe, “Antecedents 
and Consequences of Relational Components of the 
New Psychological Contract,” Journal of Organizational 
Behavior, Vol. 20 (1999), pp. 323–340; and Roehling et al.,  
pp. 305–320.
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such that individuals capitalize on acquiring 
new knowledge and skills.26 Employees can form 
connections with other colleagues, superiors, 
subordinates, or clients. Yet those employees 
who form meaningful relationships learn more 
from interacting with these people than they 
would if they were performing their jobs single 
handedly. Relationships of this kind are built 

on the notion that individuals learn best in di-
alogue with others and they provide opportuni-
ties for individuals to broaden their knowledge 
base, refine their skills, and obtain feedback on 
their performance. They are characterized by 
their reciprocity, meaning that both parties in 
the relationship contribute to the other’s learn-
ing, while they remain open to examining ways 
in which they can change and grow.27 Whether 
that reciprocity comes through creating a trust-
ing relationship with a manager, subordinate, 
or client, we suggest that individuals who have 
developed learning-oriented relationships with 
others at work will be more committed to 
their jobs, their organizations, and the indus-
try. This is because employees become loyal to 
the valued relationships and will want to con-
tinue employment with the organization and 
the industry that provide these opportunities. 
This rationale leads to our second hypothesis:

Hypothesis #2: Individuals who are offered 
opportunities to work with others from 
whom they can learn will exhibit great-
er commitment to their organizations 

and to the industry. This effect occurs 
through individuals’ becoming emotion-
ally committed to these work relationships.

Net return of extrinsic rewards. In a re-
ciprocal framework, individuals who self-man-
age their careers view their jobs as exchange 
relationships with their employers. Instead of 
accepting job security in return for loyalty to 
the organization, these employees trade their 
skills for salaries and benefits that are impor-
tant to them.28 Their mindset is a “fair day’s 
work for a fair day’s pay,”29 and they look for 
organizations that offer the highest extrin-
sic net return in exchange for the work they 
do. Pay can include compensation, bonuses, 
insurance, flexible work schedules, and even 
status associated with working for the organi-
zation. Within this framework, these individ-
uals view themselves almost as contingent “in-
house temporary workers,” meaning that their 
expectations for employment duration are un-
defined.30 They continuously weigh the net re-
turn or costs and benefits associated with their 
job in their current organization against other 
potential opportunities. As long as individuals 
continue to receive the specific rewards that 
are valuable to them—in exchange for work-
ing hard and well—they will remain commit-
ted to receiving these rewards and committed 
to the organizations and industry that provide 
them. This logic leads to our next hypothesis:

Hypothesis #3: Individuals who are offered 
valued extrinsic rewards that provide the 
highest net return in exchange for the work 
they do will exhibit greater commitment to 
their organizations and to the industry. This 
effect occurs through individuals’ becoming 
calculatively committed to these rewards.

26 J.K. Fletcher, “A Relational Approach to the Protean 
Worker,” in The Career Is Dead—Long Live the Career: A 
Relational Approach to Careers, ed. D.T. Hall (San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass, 1996), pp. 105–131; Hall, op.cit.; and Kram and 
Hall, pp. 108–136.

27 Fletcher, pp. 105–131.

28 Cavanaugh and Noe, pp. 323–340; S.L. Robinson and 
D.M. Rousseau, “Violating the Psychological Contract: Not 
the Exception but the Norm,” Journal of Organizational Behavior, 
Vol. 15 (1994), pp. 245–259; and Sullivan, pp. 457–484.)

29 D.M. Rousseau and K.A. Wade-Benzoni, “Linking 
Strategy and Human Resource Practices: How Employee 
and Customer Contracts Are Created,” Human Resource 
Management, Vol. 33 (1994), pp. 463–489. 

30 J. McLean-Parks, D. Kidder, and D.G. Gallagher, 
“Fitting Square Pegs into Round Holes: Mapping the Domain 
of Contingent Work Arrangements onto the Psychological 
Contract,” Journal of Organizational Behavior, Vol. 19 (1998), 
pp. 697–730; and Sullivan et al., pp. 165–185.

I was looking for growth potential and 
the ability to learn within a highly mo-
tivated company...but now I’m looking 

for nothing from them.
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Self-directed Careers, 
Commitment, and Turnover 

Intentions
Given that hospitality managers may be self-
managing their careers, the next question we 
consider is: how does commitment to the 
three job features that we just discussed drive 
individuals’ turnover intentions? We have sug-
gested that to the degree to which individuals 
are offered jobs that provide challenging work, 
opportunities to develop learning-oriented re-
lationships, and the highest net return in ex-
change for the work performed, they will be 
more committed to these job features and 
their organizations. Building on these ideas, 
we argue that when individuals are more com-
mitted to these job features, they will be less 
inclined to want to leave their organizations. 
That is, when individuals are committed to 
the features just described, they will be less 
likely to search for opportunities at other or-
ganizations. Our ideas are similar to earlier 
research, which has shown that commitment 
to specific organizational factors is negatively 
related to individuals’ turnover intentions.31 
This rationale leads to our fourth hypothesis:

Hypothesis #4: To the degree that individu-
als are committed to intrinsically challeng-
ing work in the context of learning-oriented 
work relationships and to the highest net 
return of extrinsic rewards, they will be less 
likely to want to leave their organizations. 
This effect occurs through individuals’ be-
coming committed to their organizations. 

Finally, we also argue that if these job fea-
tures are in place, individuals also will be less 
likely to leave the industry. If individuals can 
find satisfying work, such that they perceive 
adequate opportunities for advancing their ca-
reers, they will be more committed to the indus-
try, and they will see less of a need to find  op-
portunities in other industries. In other words, 
to the degree that individuals are more com-

mitted to job features in their organizations, 
they are less likely to want to leave the industry. 
This argument leads to our final hypothesis:

Hypothesis #5: To the degree that indi-
viduals are committed to challenging 
work, in the context of learning-orient-
ed work relationships, and to the highest 
net return of extrinsic rewards, they will 
be less likely to want to leave the indus-
try. This effect occurs through individu-
als’ becoming committed to the industry.

We tested these hypotheses using a sam-
ple of alumni of Cornell University’s School 
of Hotel Administration, as we discuss next. 

Methodology
Data for this study were collected in two waves us-
ing a web-based survey instrument. In October 
2003 the first survey was sent to 2,951 Cornell 
University School of Hotel Administration 
alumni (from both the undergraduate and 
graduate programs), who graduated from  1987 
through 2003. Within two weeks, we received 

718 replies, reflecting a response rate of 24.3 
percent. In January 2004, four months after 
the original survey date, we sent a follow-up 
survey to the 718 alumni who responded to 
the first survey. Of these 718 alumni, 401 re-
sponded, representing a response rate of 55.8 
percent (or 13.6 percent of the original sample).

The survey comprised a number of scale 
items. We used a five-point Likert-type scale 
to measure the degree to which respondents 
believed that eight aspects of their jobs were 
challenging to them and to what degree those 

31 For example, see: Siders, George, and Dhawadkar, 
pp. 570–579; and F. Stinglhamber and C. Vandenberghe, 

“Organizations and Supervisors as Sources of Support and 
Targets of Commitment: A Longitudinal Study,” Journal of 
Organizational Behavior, Vol. 24 (2003), pp. 251–270.

A job must be a specific and concrete 
work role, for a temporary phase in 
your career. The fundamental expec-
tation is that each job contributes to 
the personal and social growth of an 
individual engaged in a career.
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eight features were important to them.32 We 
included similar measures examining to what 
degree respondents’ work relationships with 
their managers, subordinates, and clients were 
learning oriented.33 We also examined the 
degree to which these features are important 

to respondents. As a next step, we presented 
respondents with a list of thirteen different 
types of possible monetary and nonmonetary 
rewards and asked them to rate the impor-
tance of those items, in addition to their sat-
isfaction levels in receiving them.34 Monetary 
rewards included salary, bonus, insurance, 
and vacation; nonmonetary rewards includ-
ed status and perks such as free dining, laun-
dry service, or parking privileges that accom-
pany affiliation with their job or company. 

In addition to the above, also using a 1-to-
5 scale, we asked respondents to rate the degree 
to which they agreed with the statements that 
their employers and managers were respon-
sible for their career development.35 Finally, 
we collected basic demographic data (i.e., age, 
gender, salary, job location, number of years 

32 Scales ranged from 1 = does not provide to 5 = com-
pletely provides and 1 = definitely not important to 5 = defi-
nitely important. These scales were adapted from one used and 
validated by: J. Kickul, “Promises Made, Promises Broken: An 
Exploration of Employee Attraction and Retention Practices 
in Small Business,” Journal of Small Business Management, Vol. 
39 (2001), pp. 320–335. The scales measure the degree to 
which organizations offer challenging work. Scale reliabilities 
are .88 for currently providing and .76 for importance.

33 These scales were adaptations of one used and 
validated by: K.P. De Meuse, T.J. Bergmann, and S.W. 
Lester, “An Investigation of the Relational Component of 
the Psychological Contract across Time, Generation, and 
Employment Status,” Journal of Managerial Issues, Vol. 13 
(2001), pp. 102–114. Those scales measured the degree to 
which organizations offer opportunities to develop meaning-
ful work relationships. Scale reliabilities are .94 for currently 
receiving opportunities from relationships with managers, .91 
with subordinates, and .89 with clients; and .84 for impor-
tance of relationships with managers, .89 with subordinates, 
and .84 with clients.

34 Scale reliabilities for extrinsic rewards are .83 for cur-
rently receiving and .74 for importance.

35 This scale was used and validated by Cavanaugh and 
Noe, pp. 323–340. Reliability is .71.

EXHIBIT 2

Distribution of respondents’ earning levels
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in current job, number of jobs since gradua-
tion, and number of companies since gradua-
tion) and asked respondents to indicate what 
was important to them about their career, in 
addition to what they were looking for from 
their current job, employer, and industry.

In the second survey we measured respon-
dents’ commitment levels to their jobs, work 
relationships (with their managers, subordi-
nates, and clients) and the rewards they were 
currently receiving. We also measured respon-
dents’ overall commitment to their organiza-
tions and the industry, as well as their turnover 
intentions for both their companies and the in-
dustry.36 If respondents reported that they were 
no longer working in the hospitality industry 
(or had never worked there), we asked them to 
indicate why they chose other forms of work. In 
addition, we asked them to identify their work 
status (that is, full-time, part-time, employed by 
company, self-employed, contractual employee) 
and to indicate whether that status had changed 
since they completed the previous survey.

We analyzed the data using the SPSS 
statistical software program. First, we deter-
mined the reliability of the scale measures. 
Once scale items were checked, we calcu-
lated an overall mean for each variable and 
tested our hypotheses using multiple regres-
sion. Finally, we content analyzed our open-
ended questions, looking for specific com-
mon categories of answers that emerged from 
the data. These categories were used to cre-
ate overarching themes, as we discuss later.37

Results
The final sample consists of the 401 graduates 
who responded to both surveys. Of these, 341 
(84%) live in the U.S. and Canada, 29 (7.2%) 
live in Asia and the South Pacific, 26 (6.5%) 
live in Europe, and five (1.2%) live in South 
America and Mexico. The average age of re-
spondents is 31.6 years old, and 50.3 percent 

are male. The mean year of graduation is 1994, 
and the median is 1997. Earning levels vary 
widely; 43 percent of respondents reported 
earning between US$51,000 and $100,000, 14 
percent reported earning between $100,000 
and $130,000, and 14 percent reported earn-
ing over $130,000 (see Exhibit 2). Of the 401 
respondents, 125 (31%) hold a master’s or J.D. 
degree, and 10 (2.5%) hold a Ph.D. Close to 
54 percent of the respondents work directly in 
the hospitality industry, and an additional 31 
percent work in support and ancillary indus-
tries such as real estate, consulting, financial 
services, IT, and law. Just 15 percent identified 
their industry as “other” (see Exhibit 3, on the 
next page). Two hundred four (51%) are em-
ployed by an organization, 34 (8.5%) are self-
employed, 11 (3%) work on a contractual basis 
for their company, and six (1.5%) report being 
unemployed. On average, respondents have 
been working for their current employer for 
3.8 years—in 2.5 different jobs—and have been 
in their current job for 2.6 years. Since grad-
uation, they have worked an average of four 
jobs for three different companies. However, 
there are some respondents who skewed the 
data with a high number of jobs since grad-
uation. The median number of companies 
worked since graduation is two, and most re-
spondents have held only one job since joining 

36 Emotional commitment to the job and work relation-
ships was measured adapting Meyer and Allen’s affective com-
mitment scale (reliability is .76 for job, .90 for manager, .97 
for subordinates, and .96 for clients; see: Meyer and Allen, 
op.cit.). Commitment to rewards was measured adapting 
Meyer and Allen’s continuance commitment scale (reliabil-
ity is .83). Overall organizational commitment was measured 
using a scale modified from Mowday et al. (scale reliability is 

.93). Industry commitment was measured using a modified 
version of Blau’s scale (reliability is .81). See: Mowday et al., 
op. cit. Organization and industry turnover intentions were 
measured using Becker’s scale (see: Becker, pp. 232–244; reli-
abilities are .89 for organization turnover intentions and .88 
for industry turnover intentions).

37 Content analysis was performed using the approach 
outlined by: M.B. Miles and A.M. Huberman, Qualitative 
Data Analysis: An Expanded Sourcebook (London: Sage, 1984).

[I am looking for] support and assis-
tance in moving me to the places and 
positions I need or want to go so I can 

achieve my career goals.
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their company. Since completing the fi rst sur-
vey four months prior, 86 (21.4%) respondents 
indicated that their job status had changed. 

Important Work Features and 
Job Satisfaction

When asked to rate the features of work im-
portant to them, respondents focused more 
on the intrinsic aspects of their jobs than on 
extrinsic rewards. Exhibit 4 shows that re-
spondents assign a high value to challenging 
work (mean score 4.5) and learning-orient-
ed relationships with managers and subordi-
nates (both 4.6; all scores are on the 5-point 
scale).39 They assigned slightly lower impor-
tance scores to learning-oriented relationships 
with clients (4.2) and extrinsic rewards (4.0). . 

We asked respondents to rate both the 
importance of each feature and the degree to 
which their current job provides that feature, 
with the results also shown in Exhibit 4. We 
found what we considered to be a remarkable 
degree of disconnect between these two mea-
sures. The largest diff erence (0.8) was between 
the importance of having challenging job re-
sponsibilities and the degree to which the re-
spondents’ current job off ers such challenges 
(4.5 versus 3.7). A similar disconnect occurred 
between the importance of learning-oriented 
relationships and the degree to which they ex-
ist (4.4 when relationships with managers, sub-
ordinates, and clients are averaged, versus an 
average of 3.7). Interestingly, the diff erence be-
tween the degree to which rewards were impor-
tant to respondents and the level of rewards 
in their current job was much smaller, at 0.3 
(4.0 versus 3.7). In other words, there is a sig-

EXHIBIT 3

Respondents’ industry segment
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38 The results reported in the following analyses all rep-
resent statistically signifi cant diff erences (p < .05) in mean 
scores.
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EXHIBIT 4

Importance and current level of job features
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Note: Importance scores are based on five-point Likert-type scales in which 1 = unimportant and  
5 = very important; for current level, the scale is 1 = very low and 5 = very high.

EXHIBIT 5

Features important to challenging work
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nificant gap between what respondents value 
and what organizations offer, but that does not 
involve the level of extrinsic rewards, as many 
would think. Rather, the gap between what’s 
important and what the job delivers occurs 
with the intrinsic aspects of individuals’ jobs.

To break the results down further, when we 
examined the components (i.e., scale items) of 
each feature, specific findings emerged. Exhibit 
5 (previous page) shows that the most impor-
tant features of challenging work are that it be 
interesting (mean score 4.8) and provide indi-
viduals with the opportunities to develop new 
skills (4.7), as well as participate in decision 
making (4.7). On the other hand, job training 
(4.1) and professional training (4.2) were rated 
among the lowest components. This may sug-
gest that while individuals value learning in 
their job, the kind of learning that they seek is 
the kind that occurs through actual work expe-
rience and not through formal job training. In 
other words, individuals are looking for a type 
of job that allows them to be continuously chal-

lenged, as opposed to learning through discrete, 
isolated training and development activities.

When asked about learning-oriented re-
lationships, respondents rated communicat-
ing openly, trusting one another, and having 
confidence in the other’s ability (all 4.6) as 
most important to their work relationships. 
Interestingly, helping one another to improve 
was rated the lowest in terms of overall im-
portance (4.3). The critical relationships are 
those with managers or superiors. In those re-
lationships, communicating openly (4.8), hav-
ing confidence in these relationships (4.8) and 
trusting one another (4.7) were rated as most 
important (see Exhibit 6). In relationships 
with subordinates the scores were 4.7 for com-
municating openly, 4.6 for confidence, and 4.7 
for trusting one another. Those three factors 
drew even lower importance ratings in rela-
tionships with clients (4.4 for open communi-
cation, 4.3 for confidence, and 4.4 for trust).

When asked about rewards, the most im-
portant feature for respondents was, not sur-

EXHIBIT 6

Importance of aspects of learning-oriented relationships
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prisingly, compensation (4.7). Yet, interest-
ingly, the second-most-important feature was 
promotion opportunities (4.6) and, following 
that, health insurance (4.5) and retirement 
savings plans (4.4). As Exhibit 7 indicates, re-
spondents clearly value payment-based rewards 
over status and perks. While it is obvious that 
money is highly valued, it may also be the case 
that the individuals are less interested in non-
portable rewards that are relevant only within 
their own organizations. For example, rather 
than receive a private parking space or dining 

privileges, individuals value more the payment-
based rewards that reflect their work’s value.

How Committed Are Industry 
Professionals?

To determine the job features to which individ-
uals are most committed, we compared results 
for challenging work, learning-oriented rela-
tionships, and rewards. Results indicated that 
employees are most committed to their extrinsic 
reward levels (3.3) and having challenging job 

EXHIBIT 7

Importance of extrinsic rewards
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responsibilities (3.2). Commitment to learning-
oriented relationships was significantly lower, 
at 2.5. It is interesting to see that while respon-
dents report that rewards are not as important to 
them as having challenging work and learning-
oriented relationships, they are, nevertheless, 
committed to receiving rewards (see Exhibit 8).

In addition to examining features of the 
job, we compared respondents’ commitment 
levels to the organization and industry and 
found that overall, respondents are more com-
mitted to the industry (3.9) than to their organi-
zations (3.6). Turnover intentions were slightly 
higher for the organization, at 2.4, than for the 
industry at 2.1 (where 5 equals strong agree-
ment with statements about intentions to leave). 

These findings support the idea that hospi-
tality professionals are actively managing their 
careers. In fact, when we asked respondents to 
rate the degree to which they agreed with the 
statements that their employers and managers 
were responsible for their career development, 
results were lukewarm. The mean score for 
agreement that employers are responsible is 3.0, 
and the mean score for managers is 2.7. These 
results suggest that hospitality professionals be-

lieve that they are controlling their own future 
and are looking for their employers to provide 
the opportunities and support for them to do so.

What Do Industry Professionals 
Have to Say?

A review of the qualitative findings con-
firmed the survey results. We report these 
findings from the open-ended questions 
presented in the first survey. Consequently, 
the number of respondents varies by ques-
tion, representing those who provided an-
swers to a particular question. Exhibit 9 sum-
marizes the themes from these questions.

When asked what was important to them 
about their careers, respondents focused most 
on obtaining growth opportunities (130 out 
of 555 responses, representing 23.4 percent 
of those who responded to this question). In 
a similar manner, 86 respondents (15.5%) re-
ported constantly needing to learn and be chal-
lenged in the work they do. Some quotes that 
represent these themes include: “[It is impor-
tant that I am] doing interesting work in an 
industry I care about…building the foundation 
for continued growth and development for any 

EXHIBIT 8
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EXHIBIT 9 

What respondents want from the workplace

Growth opportunities
To learn and be challenged

To make a difference
Financial  success

Personal satisfaction
Joy in the work
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Independence: 3.8%
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of a number of career paths I may choose”; 
and “The most important thing to me about 
my career is that I continually learn and im-
prove. I like to be challenged, and I like to 
be surrounded by smart, experienced people 
from whom I can learn.” Other prominent 
themes included making a difference (55 re-
sponses, or 9.2 percent of those responding), 

obtaining financial success (43, or 7.7%), ob-
taining personal satisfaction from their ca-
reers (40, or 7.2%), and finding joy in their 
work (also 40), as well as achieving a satisfy-
ing work–life balance (21, or 3.8%) and main-
taining independence (also 21). A sample of 
quotes from the open-ended questions is pro-
vided in Exhibit 10 and throughout this report.

Similar findings emerged from content 
analysis of answers to the question, “What are 
you looking for from your job?” Once again the 
most prominent answer was having opportuni-
ties for growth and development (86, or 16.4 
percent of the 523 answering this question). As 
one respondent mentioned, “A job must be a 
specific and concrete work role, for a temporary 
phase in your career. The fundamental expecta-
tion is that each job contributes to the person-
al and social growth of an individual engaged 
in a career.” Another said, “It should be the 
stepping stone for bigger and better opportuni-
ties.” A second prominent and related theme 
was finding jobs that are challenging (69, or 
13.2%). As one respondent mentioned, “I am 
looking for challenge and change all the time. I 
never want to have a job that requires repetition 
of the same tasks day after day.” A second re-

spondent stated: “[I am looking for] the oppor-
tunity to be constantly challenged while being 
supported by a manager who believes in con-
stant growth for employees and the business.” 
In addition, respondents reported that they are 
looking for recognition in terms of a fair sal-
ary for their work or enough compensation to 
provide for their families and “make a decent 
living” (60, or 11.5%). An additional 52 (10%) 
discussed looking for learning opportunities 
and experience from their jobs. As one respon-
dent pointed out, “[I am looking] to learn as 
much as I can so I can move onto a better job 
with more responsibility.” Other themes that 
emerged include finding satisfaction from the 
work itself (40, or 7.6%), achieving a work–life 
balance (38, or 7.3%), finding joy in the work 
(36, or 6.9%), and having jobs where respon-
dents can accomplish something important to 
them (16, or 3.1%). The following quote sum-
marizes the high expectations respondents 
have from their jobs: “To be appreciated, to 
learn from it, to enjoy it, to feel that it matters.”

When asked what they are looking for from 
their employers, the prominent themes were 
that employers provide opportunities (90, or 
16 percent of the 562 who answered this ques-
tion), support (62, or 11%), and compensation 
(59, or 10.5%). As one respondent comment-
ed: “[I am looking for] support and assistance 
in moving me to the places and positions I 
need or want to go so I can achieve my ultimate 
career goals.” A second respondent wrote: “I 
am looking for my company to help nurture all 
of my needs through their own vision. In other 
words, I should not have to leave my company 
to get what I want out of my career.” On a more 
cautionary note, a third reported: “I was look-
ing for growth potential and the ability to learn 
within a highly motivated company...but now 
I’m looking for nothing from them.” Other 
representative comments from respondents in-
clude the following: “I am looking for a com-
pany that understands that employees are the 
number-one asset—and this is reflected in their 
salary, benefits, perks, vacation and sick time, 
etc.” and “My company needs to support me 

My company needs to support me and 
fellow employees. They need to take 
care of employees with good benefits 

and competitive compensation.
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EXHIBIT 10

Sample quotes from responding managers

What Is Important about 
Their Careers…
Continuous opportunities for 

advancement, ability to re-
tire at a reasonable time 
in my life, always learning 
something.

That I am doing something 
challenging and making a 
significant contribution.

Currently, being out of college 
for two years, the most im-
portant aspect of my career 
is the opportunity to have 
exposure to numerous in-
dustries, variety of deals, cli-
ents, markets, etc. Any and 
all exposure assists me in 
developing my career path. 

Working in a growing, challeng-
ing, and dynamic industry 
where you can continually 
make interesting changes 
and see continued improve-
ment in your company, 
sales, staff, service, etc.

Doing interesting work in an in-
dustry I care about. Building 
the foundation for continued 
growth and development for 
any of a number of career 
paths I may choose.

The following are some of the 
aspects I consider impor-
tant: fulfilling and challeng-
ing tasks, having goals with 
a stretch, adequate rewards 
for due completion on tasks, 
and the opportunity to con-
stantly develop and enhance 
new and current skills. 

The most important thing 
to me about my career is 
that I continually learn and 
improve. I like to be chal-
lenged, and I like to be sur-
rounded by smart, experi-
enced people from whom 
I can learn. Being able to 
trust my co-workers and 
work well together as a 
team is very important to 
me.

What They Want from 
Their Companies…
An environment that fosters 

growth, teamwork, and an 
emphasis on staff reten-
tion and training rather than 
staff burn-out and re-hiring. 
Appropriate compensation. 
Strong policies and support 
for difficult decisions made 
in accordance with those 
policies. 

Recognition, opportunities to 
learn and improve my skills, 
good leadership.

Acknowledgment for a job well-
done, decent compensation, 
understanding of family de-
mands and commitments, 
assistance with career de-
velopment and direction.

The opportunity to develop—
personally and profession-
ally—a competitive salary, 
guidance, and recognition 
for my work.

Recognition when I do a good 
job; career advancement 
as well.

I need an employer who will 
provide the training to in-
crease my skills and guide 
me on my career path. My 
employer needs to trust in 
my abilities and give me the 
freedom to work with my 
own ideas.

Stability in hours. An em-
ployer willing to recognize 
the worth of hard-working 
individuals and who views 
promotion as a means to 
greater responsibility and 
delegation, not as a means 
to make that person do 
more work. Employers 
should never be allowed to 
hire persons with multiple 
skills [to assign them] the 
work normally assigned 
to three or four positions. 
People should never be 
worked like cattle simply to 
meet the employer’s profit 
goals.

What They Want from 
Their Jobs…
The opportunity to be con-

stantly challenged while be-
ing supported by a manager 
who believes in constant 
growth for employees and 
the business.

Challenging work and an op-
portunity to expand my cur-
rent knowledge and skills.

To be in a job where I can learn 
a lot and improve my skills. 
I am the type of person 
who likes to be challenged. 
Working in a team with a 
good team spirit is also very 
important to me.

It should be the stepping stone 
for bigger and better oppor-
tunities. I expect to be chal-
lenged and given the right 
support to succeed.

To be challenged; to learn 
and progress; increased 
responsibility and with that, 
increased compensation. To 
have a strong foundation in 
what I do and always take 
that with me going forward.

Freedom for creativity, trust, 
and friendly environment. 
Salary is important, too, but 
if the opportunity is good, 
it’s not the top thing on my 
list.

To continue to add to my track 
record of success. To give 
me more and more rounded 
food-service experience  
that makes me more  
marketable.

What They Want from 
the Industry…
To challenge me to continue 

learning, be more creative, 
find new solutions, and pres-
ent growth opportunities 
along the way. I want for the 
hospitality industry to contin-
ue to be seen in a favorable 
light, and I hope to always 
be valued member.

An environment in which I can 
contribute and make a  
difference.

I wish that the understanding 
of working in the industry 
was a little different. It is 
currently highly accepted 
for hotel managers to work 
12 hours day and either not 
have or to neglect their fam-
ilies. I wish there could be 
a refocused effort to make 
careers and personal lives 
balanced in this industry.

[Opportunity] to concentrate 
broader aspects of my ca-
reer and talents into a small-
er niche, thus making me 
even more valuable.

Fair hours and compensation. 
Overall, the hospitality indus-
try is at a far lower salary 
than comparable jobs, with 
typically longer hours. This 
industry is going to continu-
ally lose good people be-
cause they are better com-
pensated in other industries.

To have the chance to keep 
evolving and getting to the 
point where I am able to 
contribute to that evolution. 

More quality leadership. Much 
higher levels of intelligence 
at all levels. Willingness to 
move from past operating 
patterns to consider new 
tools and methods. More 
diversity!!!!!!.
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and fellow employees. They need to take care 
of employees with good benefits and competi-
tive compensation.” Many respondents’ view-
points are reflected in this comment: “[I am 
looking for] an employer willing to recognize 
the worth of hard-working individuals and who 
views promotion as a means to greater respon-
sibility and delegation—not as a means to make 
that person do more work.” Other themes that 
emerged from the data include providing secu-
rity and stability (38, or 6.8%), a good working 
and learning environment (28, or 5%), recog-
nition (27, or 4.8%), training and development 
(19, or 3.4%), and respect (13, or 2.3%). 

Finally, when asked what they are looking 
for from their industry, the overall themes were 
that the industry provides personal growth op-
portunities (57, or 12.8 percent of the 447 who 
responded to this question), continued im-
provement (28, or 6.3%), and industry growth 
and stability (24, or 5.4%). In addition, re-
spondents are looking for the hospitality in-
dustry to offer fair compensation (27, or 6%), 
to serve a higher purpose, such as improve life 
for others (26, or 5.8%), and to be innovative 

(20, or 4.5%). Raising the profile of the in-
dustry (16, or 3.6%) and acting with integrity 
and strong ethics (14, or 3.1%) were also men-
tioned. Summarizing the chief industry prob-
lem that prompted this study, one respondent 
commented: “Due to the less-competitive sal-
ary base as well as the long required hours of 
work, I do not believe the system retains talent-
ed individuals for a long period of time. Many 
have left the industry because it simply ‘pays 
better’ outside the hotel industry.” Another 
commented, “I wish that the understanding of 

working in the industry was a little different. 
It is currently highly accepted for hotel man-
agers to work 12 hours a day and not have or 
neglect their families. I wish there could be a 
refocused effort to make careers and personal 
lives balanced in this industry.” Others focused 
on improving the image of the industry and 
the way it works. One respondent commented: 

“[I am looking for the industry to be] raising 
the profile of those who work in it, …chang-
ing the perception that what we do is not real 
business.” Another respondent stated: “I am 
looking for an industry that continues to make 
advances and changes”; and a third wrote: “To 
always be open to new ideas—the hotel indus-
try is an old one, and most hotel operations are 
not always open to new ways of doing things.” 

Having examined the respondents’ com-
ments about the hospitality industry, we 
now examine how the respondents’ atti-
tudes and commitment levels relate to turn-
over intentions, by testing our hypotheses.

Which Job Features Affect 
Organizational and Industry 

Commitment?
H1. The first hypothesis predicted that if in-
dividuals were offered intrinsically challenging 
work, they would exhibit greater commitment 
to their organizations. A similar effect would 
occur for industry commitment. The results 
of the multiple regression analysis support-
ed this hypothesis.39 The more the individu-
als perceive their jobs to include challenging 
work, the more they are committed to their 

I should not have to leave my company 
to get what I want out of my career.

39 The equation yielded significant (p < .001) beta co-
efficients of .65 for organizational commitment regressed 
on emotional commitment to challenging work and .15 for 
the regression on the degree to which the current job has 
challenging work. The R-square for the equation was .52 
and the F-statistic was 204.64 (p < .001). Using the Baron 
and Kenney method, we tested for and found that emotion-
al commitment to challenging work partially mediates the 
relationship between challenging work and organizational 
commitment. When the mediator variable was included, 
the beta coefficient dropped from .40 to .15 but the signifi-
cance level did not change. (See: R.M. Baron and D.A. Kenny, 

“The Moderator–Mediator Variable Distinction in Social 
Psychological Research: Conceptual, Strategic, and Statistical 
Considerations,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, Vol. 
51 (1986), pp. 1173–1182.)
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organizations. This statistically significant re-
lationship partially exists because individuals 
become emotionally committed to this fea-
ture of their jobs and, as a result, their orga-
nizations. The presence of challenging work 
influences industry commitment in a simi-
lar way, albeit with less predictive power.40 

H2. The second hypothesis proposed that 
a positive relationship exists between the pres-
ence of learning-oriented work relationships 
and commitment to the organization, as well 
as to the industry. Results suggested that, in-
deed, this relationship exists—but only for re-
lationships with bosses or managers.41 The 
presence of these types of learning-orient-
ed relationships both directly and indirectly 
(through emotional commitment to this job 
feature) affects individuals’ organizational-
commitment levels. So, too, the presence of 
learning-oriented relationships with manag-
ers directly affects industry commitment levels 
(but again with much less predictive power).42

H3. The third hypothesis was that if in-
dividuals are satisfied with the net return of 

rewards in exchange for their work, they will 
exhibit greater commitment to their organi-
zations. This hypothesis was also supported.43 
The difference in this result, however, is that 
the effect of the current net return of rewards 
on organizational-commitment levels is direct 
and does not happen through commitment to 

the rewards themselves. We also predicted that 
to the degree that respondents were satisfied 
with their net return of rewards, they would 
be more committed to the industry. This hy-
pothesis was also supported. Once again, the 
impact on industry commitment is direct.44 
The effect of receiving an extrinsic net return 
of rewards is much stronger for industry com-
mitment than for organizational commitment.

Taken together, our results suggest that 
all three job features influence employees’ or-
ganizational-commitment and industry-com-
mitment levels, both directly and indirectly 
through commitment to the job’s features. 
The job feature that most strongly affects com-
mitment to the organization is performing 
challenging work, while the feature that most 
strongly drives commitment to the industry is 
obtaining a net return of rewards. Having man-

I am looking for an industry that  
continues to make advances and 

changes.

40 The equation yielded significant (p < .001) beta coeffi-
cients of .28 for industry commitment regressed on emotion-
al commitment to challenging work and .20 for the regression 
on the degree to which the current job has challenging work. 
The R-square for the equation was .16 and the F-statistic was 
36.42 (p < .001). Again using the Baron and Kenney method 
(Ibid.), we tested for and found that emotional commitment to 
challenging work partially mediates the relationship between 
challenging work and organizational commitment. When the 
mediator variable was included, the beta coefficient dropped 
from .31 to .20 but the significance level did not change.

41 The equation yielded significant beta coefficients of 
.42 (p < .001) for organizational commitment regressed on 
emotional commitment to learning-oriented relationships 
and .18 (p < .05) for the regression on the degree to which the 
current job has learning-oriented relationships with manag-
ers. The R-square for the equation was .25 and the F-statistic 
was 25.51 (p < .001). Again applying the Baron and Kenney 
method (Ibid.), we tested for and found that emotional com-
mitment to work relationships partially mediates the relation-
ship between current level of learning-oriented relationships 
with managers and organizational commitment. When the 
mediator variable was included, the beta coefficient dropped 
from .30 to .18 and the significance level dropped from  
p < .001 to p < .05.

42 The equation yielded a significant beta coefficient of 
.16 (p < .01) for industry commitment regressed on degree 
current job has learning-oriented relationships with manag-
ers. The R-square for the equation was .03 and the F-statistic 
was 9.0 (p < .01). Using the Baron and Kenney method (Ibid.), 
we tested for and found that emotional commitment to work 
relationships does not mediate the relationship. 

43 The equation yielded a significant beta coefficient 
of .20 (p < .01) for organizational commitment regressed on 
net return of current rewards. The R-square for the equation 
was .04 and the F-statistic was 3.74 (p < .05). Using the Baron 
and Kenney (Ibid.) method, we tested for and found that cal-
culative commitment to rewards does not mediate the rela-
tionship between current level of rewards and organizational  
commitment. 

44 The equation yielded a significant beta coefficient 
of .32 (p < .001) for industry commitment regressed on net 
return of current rewards. The R-square for the equation 
was .10 and the F-statistic was 19.68 (p < .001). Using the 
Baron and Kenney (Ibid.) method, we tested for and found 
that calculative commitment to rewards does not mediate the  
relationship. 
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agers from whom individuals can learn also 
strongly affects organizational commitment. 

Which Types of Commitment 
Affect Company-turnover 

Intentions?
H4. We next examined the impact of commit-
ment to each of these job features on turnover 
intentions. The results provide partial support 
for our fourth hypothesis, which predicts that 
commitment to these features would drive 
turnover intentions.45 The results indicate that 

commitment to challenging work is the stron-
gest negative, significant predictor of turnover 
intentions. This is partially a consequence of 
organizational-commitment levels. That is, the 
more respondents find their jobs to include 
work that challenges them, the more likely it 
is that they will be committed to their organi-
zation and the less likely that they will want to 
leave it. That said, commitment to receiving a 
net return of rewards is a positive predictor of 

turnover intentions, although not as strong as 
challenging work. The more committed respon-
dents are to receiving a net return of extrinsic 
rewards, the more likely it is that they intend 
to leave the company for better offers—given 
that other organizations can meet or exceed 
the extrinsic rewards offered in a particular 
workplace. Commitment to learning-orient-
ed relationships was a weak, positive predic-
tor of turnover intentions (Beta = .08, p < .10).

These results suggest that employees who 
are more committed to challenging job re-
sponsibilities and to their organizations are 
less likely to leave the current employer, while 
employees who are more committed to their 
net return of rewards are more likely to leave. 
In addition, contrary to our expectations, 
employees’ commitment to learning-orient-
ed relationships has only a weak influence 
over their willingness to leave the employer.

Which Types of Commitment 
Influence Industry-turnover 

Intentions?
H5. Finally, we examined the fifth hypothe-
sis, which predicted that commitment to the 
three job features would influence respon-
dents’ intention to leave the industry altogeth-
er. We proposed that such commitment would 
strengthen the individual’s allegiance to the 
industry. This hypothesis was partially sup-
ported.46 Results indicated that the sole—and 
negative—predictor in this regard was having 
challenging work. This job feature directly af-
fects industry turnover and also indirectly af-
fects it via commitment to the industry. That is, 

45 The equation yielded significant beta coefficients of 
-.36 for organizational turnover intentions regressed on emo-
tional commitment to challenging work, .18 for calculative 
commitment to net return of rewards, and -.34 for organiza-
tional commitment (all p < .001). Emotional commitment to 
learning-oriented relationships was not a significant predictor. 
The R-square for the equation was .36 and the F-statistic was 
52.01 (p < .001). Using the Baron and Kenney (Ibid.) meth-
od, we tested for and found that organizational commitment 
partially mediates the relationship between commitment to 
meaningful work and organizational turnover intentions. 
When the mediator variable was included, the beta coeffi-
cient dropped from -.58 to -.36 but the significance level did 
not change.

46 The equation yielded significant beta coefficients of 
-.28 for industry turnover intentions regressed on emotional 
commitment to challenging work and -.46 for a regression 
on industry commitment (both p < .001). Emotional com-
mitment to learning-oriented relationships and calculative 
commitment to net return of rewards were not significant 
predictors. The R-square for the equation was .36 and the 
F-statistic was 50.53 (p < .001). Using the Baron and Kenney 
(Ibid.) method, we tested for and found that industry com-
mitment partially mediates the relationship between commit-
ment to challenging work and industry turnover intentions. 
When the mediator variable was included, the beta coeffi-
cient dropped from -.45 to -.28 but the significance level did 
not change.

I need to be in a job where I can learn 
a lot and improve my skills. I am a  
person who likes to be challenged. 
Working in a team with a good team 

spirit is also very important to me.
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to the degree that individuals find their jobs to 
include challenging work, they are more likely 
to develop a sense of commitment to the in-
dustry and be less inclined to want to leave it 
to pursue other opportunities. Commitment 
to work relationships was not a significant 
predictor, and commitment to rewards was a 
weak, positive predictor (Beta= .079, p < .10).

When we asked respondents why they left 
the industry—or never entered it upon graduat-
ing—83 of the 401 respondents (21.4%) offered 
a reply. Twenty-seven (one-third) indicated that 
they were interested in other types of work—of-
ten work that they found to be more challenging 
and stimulating. Nineteen respondents (about 
one-fourth) indicated that they left the industry 
because of the long, inflexible hours, while an-
other 17 (one-fifth) reported they left because of 
the poor compensation. Finally, an additional 
17 left to pursue better opportunities that com-
panies in other industries were offering them.

Implications for Hospitality 
Leaders

Our findings reveal that hospitality profession-
als are actively managing their careers, and 
whether they remain with their companies 
and with the industry depends, in large part, 
on the degree to which organizations are re-
sponding to their career needs. This finding 
takes some of the weight from the common 
argument that the critical factors driving pro-
fessional turnover are compensation and burn-
out. There’s no question that obtaining a good 
salary and benefit package is important. So, 
too, is having a reasonable work–life balance. 
It is also highly likely that when asked, hospi-
tality managers will state that to be the case. At 
the same time, it is tempting to attribute high 
management turnover levels to factors outside 
the company’s or industry’s control, such as 
the argument that “hospitality is a low-margin 
business that offers lower compensation and 
requires long, inflexible hours.” Those who 
buy that argument try to find employees who 

“love” service-based work despite marginal work-
ing conditions. This line of thinking can lead 

many employers to lament “the lack of passion” 
that current hospitality management graduates 
show and may even encourage some employers 
to adopt a turnover-oriented burnout strategy, 
in which they attempt to “get as much work as 
possible out of new managers before they quit.” 

Our findings indicate that while compen-
sation and work–life balance are important, 
having challenging responsibilities builds man-
agers’ commitment to an organization and the 
industry. The managers we surveyed want op-
portunities to continue to learn through devel-
oping their skill base and participating in deci-
sion making. Indeed, when asked about what 
they want from their careers, jobs, companies, 
and the industry, the number-one response—
across the board—is that managers want to 
see growth opportunities through challenging 
jobs. The industry seems to be falling short 
here. When we asked managers to rate the de-
gree to which their current jobs actually have 
such growth opportunities, the disconnect was 
substantial. Respondents gave the presence 

of such opportunities a much lower rating 
than they did the importance of having them.

While not every managerial job can be chal-
lenging all the time and most jobs have repeti-
tive aspects, one key aspect of challenging work 
is that it presents opportunities for managers 
to learn and develop their “tool kit” of concep-
tual and leadership skills. Thus, one suggestion 
we have for decision makers is to ensure that ex-

Overall, the hospitality industry is at a 
far lower salary than comparable jobs, 
with typically longer hours. This indus-
try is going to continually lose good 
people because they are better com-

pensated in other industries.
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ecutive-team leaders are training and develop-
ing their managers to take over their own jobs 
eventually. To do so, executive-team leaders 
need to have the appropriate skills to develop 
their managers so that they can take on increas-

ingly challenging tasks. Leaders must also main-
tain the courage and wherewithal to let those 
managers assume the requisite responsibility. 
In addition, our findings also suggest that if ex-
ecutive-team members can communicate well 
and act as trustworthy leaders to the manag-
ers they supervise, their managers will be more 
committed to the organization and industry.

To encourage managers to develop their 
careers “in-house,” we suggest that leaders be 
explicit about the career paths their manag-
ers can take within their organizations. One 
strategy would be to outline a potential path 
with new managers and commit to revisit prog-
ress on a regular basis. This path could indi-
cate possible jobs, as well as the expected time-
frame for each position. In addition, leaders 
should be ready to show how initial jobs rep-
resent learning opportunities that will prepare 
managers for greater challenges. Some recent 
Cornell graduates reported feeling forgotten 
in their jobs as assistant housekeeper or assis-
tant banquet manager, commenting that they 
have been in these positions far longer than 
promised. This lack of attention has prompt-
ed them to begin to search for opportunities 
at other organizations. We argue that if these 
managers can see a career path ahead of them, 
with a succession plan that their company 

has committed to implementing, they will be 
more willing to wait for the next opportuni-
ty in-house, rather than look for it elsewhere. 
Indeed, as our qualitative findings point out, 
some managers reported that to advance in 
their careers they are ready to relocate and 
even make lateral career moves within their or-
ganizations. Our results suggest that managers 
do not expect their companies to take respon-
sibility for their careers and career manage-
ment—only to provide the support and opportu-
nity for managers to develop their own careers.

None of this means that money is unim-
portant. Our findings indicated that extrinsic 
rewards do drive organizational and industry 
commitment, but not as strongly as having the 
opportunity to perform challenging work. We 
also found that there is not a huge disconnect 
between the importance of extrinsic rewards 
and managers’ perceptions of their current 
levels. In addition, many managers reported 
they are not driven to make as much money 
as possible. Rather, they are looking to earn 
enough to adequately provide for their families, 
live a comfortable life, and be equitably com-
pensated and fairly treated. This is not to say 
that compensation levels within the industry 
could not be improved. However, to encour-
age a perception of fairness, we suggest that 
decision makers be explicit about both exter-
nal and internal salary levels. In other words, 
managers should know how their salaries com-
pare against industry averages (for the hospital-
ity industry and for other service and manufac-
turing industries) for the areas in which they 
live. They should also be aware of the range 
of performance increases within their orga-
nizations, as well as why any increase they re-
ceive represents a fair reward for their perfor-
mance, relative to the other managers at their 
level within the organization. If this informa-
tion is not made explicit, leaders run the risk 
of their managers’ drawing their own errone-
ous conclusions in ways that will affect their 
commitment levels and turnover intentions. 

Our findings also suggest that compen-
sation is not the only important feature of 

The most important aspect of my career 
is the opportunity to have exposure to 
numerous industries and a variety of 
deals, clients, and markets to assist 

me in developing my career path. 
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extrinsic rewards. Many managers reported 
looking for a flexible schedule, less time com-
mitments, and more opportunities for time 
to devote to their family and non-work inter-
ests. The presence of these types of rewards 
may more than compensate for the opportu-
nity to earn a higher salary working elsewhere.

Our primary message is that hospitality 
managers are actively managing their careers. 
To do so, these managers are shifting among 
jobs and companies. In the four-month time 
lag between our first and second surveys, over 
20 percent of respondents had changed jobs. 
While we found that those managers who are 
most committed to receiving a net return of 
extrinsic rewards are those most likely to leave 
their companies for better opportunities, we 
also found that the strongest driver of com-
mitment and turnover intentions by far is 
the intrinsic nature of the job. That is, those 
employees most committed to performing 

challenging work are the ones most likely to 
remain with their companies and with the in-
dustry. Because they intrinsically identify with 
their work, their performance is also likely to 
be higher. Thus, our advice for leaders is to 
reconnect with those high-potential manag-
ers to ensure that the company is addressing 
their career and development needs and that 
it provides opportunities to develop in-house 
careers. According to these Cornell alumni, if 
these job features are in place, the likelihood of 
their leaving their companies will dramatically 
fall. These managers will be staying with their 
companies not because they need to, but be-
cause they want to. The commitment levels of 
these managers—and their increased retention 
levels—could potentially be a source of differen-
tiation and competitive advantage. They also 
represent an important way to address the hos-
pitality industry’s human-capital challenge and 
help industry leaders sleep better at night. ■

Do you have a response or comment on this report?

The Center for Hospitality Research welcomes written com-
mentaries of 1,000 to 3,000 words on this and other reports.

To participate in this on-line forum, contact Professor Gary 
Thompson, Executive Director, at gmt1@cornell.edu.
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The world’s finest hospitality 
management education at the 
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P D P
Your business is our business – the hospitality business. Study and 
share experiences with peers from around the world in these intensive 
hospitality management seminars led by Cornell faculty and industry experts. 

G M P
You need relevant, specifi c and real solutions. Find them here as you 
tackle strategic management issues with a global network of senior 
managers and top Cornell faculty.

Intensive three-day courses run:

10-day program: 
 June 13-23, 2005 at Cornell University in Ithaca, New York

O C
Available year-round, choose individual courses or combine courses to 
earn Cornell Certifi cations online. You can also combine online and 
classroom courses to earn one of 18 Cornell Professional Development 
Program (PDP) hospitality certifi cations.

June 6-18, 2005 in Brussels, Belgium
 June 27-July16, 2005 at Cornell University in Ithaca, New York

htl0409_508553  8/17/04  2:47 PM  Page 1

 

The world’s finest hospitality 
management education at the 
top hotel management school

: 1 - 6 0 7 - 2 5 5 - 4 9 1 9         :  exec_ed_hotel@cornel l .edu

P D P
Your business is our business – the hospitality business. Study and 
share experiences with peers from around the world in these intensive 
hospitality management seminars led by Cornell faculty and industry experts. 

G M P
You need relevant, specifi c and real solutions. Find them here as you 
tackle strategic management issues with a global network of senior 
managers and top Cornell faculty.

Intensive three-day courses run:

10-day program: 
 June 13-23, 2005 at Cornell University in Ithaca, New York

O C
Available year-round, choose individual courses or combine courses to 
earn Cornell Certifi cations online. You can also combine online and 
classroom courses to earn one of 18 Cornell Professional Development 
Program (PDP) hospitality certifi cations.

June 6-18, 2005 in Brussels, Belgium
 June 27-July16, 2005 at Cornell University in Ithaca, New York

htl0409_508553  8/17/04  2:47 PM  Page 1



THECENTERFORHOSPITALITYRESEARCH.ORG • CORNELL UNIVERSITY WHAT MANAGERS WANT IN A JOB • 31

The world’s finest hospitality 
management education at the 
top hotel management school

: 1 - 6 0 7 - 2 5 5 - 4 9 1 9         :  exec_ed_hotel@cornel l .edu

P D P
Your business is our business – the hospitality business. Study and 
share experiences with peers from around the world in these intensive 
hospitality management seminars led by Cornell faculty and industry experts. 

G M P
You need relevant, specifi c and real solutions. Find them here as you 
tackle strategic management issues with a global network of senior 
managers and top Cornell faculty.

Intensive three-day courses run:

10-day program: 
 June 13-23, 2005 at Cornell University in Ithaca, New York

O C
Available year-round, choose individual courses or combine courses to 
earn Cornell Certifi cations online. You can also combine online and 
classroom courses to earn one of 18 Cornell Professional Development 
Program (PDP) hospitality certifi cations.

June 6-18, 2005 in Brussels, Belgium
 June 27-July16, 2005 at Cornell University in Ithaca, New York

htl0409_508553  8/17/04  2:47 PM  Page 1

Subscribe today to 

Hospitality’s Premier Magazine

Whether you are a CEO, an operations manager, an executive 
trainee, or an undergraduate, there is new, valuable information 

for you in every issue of CQ

Cornell Hotel and Restaurant Administration Quarterly

STAY ON TOP OF SUCH ISSUES AS WHY MANAGERS MUST PROVIDE FEEDBACK TO EMPLOYEES (OR  
LOSE MONEY), HOW TABLE LOCATION AFFECTS RESTAURANT CUSTOMERS’ SPENDING PATTERNS, AND A 

NO-NONSENSE METHOD TO PREPARE FOR DISASTERS SUCH AS POWER OUTAGES AND HURRICANES. 

To Subscribe, contact SAGE PUBLICATIONS   www.sagepub.com

2455 Teller Road, Thousand Oaks, CA 91320 USA
800-818-7243 • 805-499-9774

journals@sagepub.com
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CHR REPORTS 
FOR THE

HOSPITALITY INDUSTRY

TheCenterforHospitalityResearch.org

Making IT Matter: A Manager’s Guide to Creating and Sustaining Competitive 

Advantage with Information Systems, by Gabriele Piccoli, Ph.D.

Why Discounting Doesn’t Work: The Dynamics of Rising Occupancy and Falling 

Revenue among Competitors, by Cathy A. Enz, Ph.D., Linda Canina, Ph.D., 

and Mark Lomanno

Understanding Switchers and Stayers in the Lodging Industry, by Iselin 

Skogland and Judy Siguaw, D.B.A.

Also of interest:

Tools for the Hospitality Industry #4: MegaTips: Scientifically Tested Ways to 

Increase Your Tips, by Michael Lynn, Ph.D.

Tools for the Hospitality Industry #3: Safeguarding Service: Emergency 

Preparedness Essentials, by Robert J. Kwortnik, Ph.D.

 


