
Immigrafion Policy and the Hospitality Workforce: Navigafing Labor Challenges with Strategic 

Resilience 

When staffing shortages hit at peak season, it’s not just guest safisfacfion that suffers — room 

inventory shrinks, and operafions strain under pressure. Across U.S. hospitality, uncertain 

immigrafion policy is now a key factor shaping workforce strategy. Hotels are adapfing with 

agility: amplifying internal talent pipelines, refining recruifing, and forfifying preparedness 

against potenfial enforcement disrupfions. 

 

The Current Landscape of Hospitality Labor 

Immigrafion remains a crifical element in the hospitality labor matrix. The travel and tourism 

sector supports roughly 15 million U.S. jobs, with hotels directly employing about 8 million — 

and approximately one-third of those roles held by immigrants. 

Within traveler accommodafions, over 31% of workers are foreign-born, ranking the industry 

fourth among private-sector fields by foreign-born workforce share. Foreign-born individuals 

accounted for 19.2% of the civilian labor force in 2024, up from 18.6% in 2023. 

That rise underscores how hospitality confinues to rely on immigrafion to staff roles that remain 

difficult to fill domesfically. 

Here’s how these dynamics play out differently across regions: 

 Regional dependency: Resort desfinafions such as Cape Cod, the Florida Keys, and 

mountain towns rely heavily on seasonal workers — especially when demand doubles or 

triples during peak periods. 

 Urban labor compefifion: In cifies like Miami, which leads the U.S. with 65% foreign-born 

hotel staffing, hotels compete directly with restaurants and retail for the same limited 

talent. 

 Rural challenges: Smaller towns with limited public transportafion often struggle to 

aftract local workers willing to commute. In these cases, foreign-born employees — 

parficularly those on seasonal visas — form the backbone of operafions. 

 Internafional gateway cifies: Immigrafion-driven workforce diversity is not only a 

necessity but a compefifive advantage in internafional gateway cifies such as New York, 

Los Angeles, and Chicago, enabling hotels to cater to mulfilingual guests and culturally 

varied service expectafions. 

These geographic differences mean that immigrafion policy changes rarely have uniform effects; 

instead, they ripple unevenly, hifting certain markets and property types far harder than others. 

https://www.reuters.com/business/world-at-work/how-crucial-is-immigration-us-hotel-industry-2025-06-13/
https://www.luxurylink.com/blog/where-u-s-hotel-industry-depends-most-on-foreign-workers/
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/forbrn.pdf
https://www.wlrn.org/business/2025-07-29/miami-leads-us-in-share-of-foreign-born-hotel-workers-study-finds
https://www.wlrn.org/business/2025-07-29/miami-leads-us-in-share-of-foreign-born-hotel-workers-study-finds


In a fightening labor climate, understanding these local nuances has become as important as 

knowing occupancy trends or RevPAR metrics. 

 

Immigrafion Policy and Operafional Implicafions 

Visa availability remains a defining factor in workforce planning. Congress caps H-2B visas at 

66,000 annually, split equally between the first and second halves of the fiscal year. For FY 2025, 

DHS added 64,716 supplemental visas, bringing the total available to more than 130,000 — 

allocated among returning workers and nafionals of selected countries. 

Yet even with the expansion, the first-half cap was reached in September 2024, and the 

second-half cap in March 2025, underscoring persistent demand. 

Several operafional realifies have emerged in response to these constraints: 

 Enforcement shifts: In early 2025, DHS reversed a direcfive that had shielded hotels and 

restaurants from enforcement acfions. As a result, hotels issued 36% more background 

checks from January through June than in the same period in 2024, aiming to stay 

compliant and avoid legal risks. 

 Persistent vacancies: A a 2024 industry survey found that 71% of hotels with open 

posifions could not fill them, despite proacfive recruitment efforts — a gap that 

translates into service disrupfions, reduced flexibility, and strain on training budgets and 

morale. 

 Industry advocacy: Trade groups are pressing Congress and agencies for reforms to 

address chronic staffing gaps, from visa expansion to streamlined processing. 

 Fluctuafing administrafive priorifies: The policy landscape is further complicated when 

agendas shift year by year. For example, processing fimes for H-2B and J-1 visas can vary 

drasfically depending on agency staffing levels and polifical focus. This variability forces 

hotel operators to build confingency plans that account for both best- and worst-case 

fimelines. Some have begun using predicfive analyfics to model different staffing 

outcomes based on visa approval rates — an approach that mirrors revenue 

management strategies and reflects how deeply immigrafion is now embedded in 

workforce forecasfing. 

Together, these pressures — visa caps, narrow applicafion windows, and heightened compliance 

scrufiny — make it clear that recruitment and retenfion strategies must be both diversified and 

resilient. 

 

https://www.reuters.com/business/world-at-work/how-crucial-is-immigration-us-hotel-industry-2025-06-13/
https://www.dewit.law/h2b-visa-cap/
https://www.dewit.law/h2b-visa-cap/
https://www.reuters.com/world/us/us-hotels-boost-background-checks-migrant-scrutiny-grows-2025-07-21/
https://www.reuters.com/world/us/us-hotels-boost-background-checks-migrant-scrutiny-grows-2025-07-21/
https://www.reuters.com/business/world-at-work/how-crucial-is-immigration-us-hotel-industry-2025-06-13/


Strengthening Sustainable Talent Pipelines 

Forward-looking hotels are turning inward, idenfifying role overlaps and invesfing in cross-

training so employees can flex between departments. Structured programs allow front desk 

associates to cover concierge shifts, or culinary staff to support banquet service during high-

volume events. 

They are also building stronger connecfions with vocafional schools, local colleges, and regional 

workforce centers — relafionships that not only supply a flow of future talent but also help 

posifion hospitality as a viable, long-term career path. These partnerships are proving especially 

effecfive in markets where immigrafion-dependent hiring is more vulnerable to policy shocks. 

To make these pipelines truly sustainable, many leaders are: 

 Diversifying recruitment channels — combining early and strategic H-2B applicafions, 

exploring J-1 trainee programs, and considering EB-3 employment-based sponsorships 

where feasible 

 Building compliance readiness — conducfing internal Form I-9 reviews, maintaining clear 

documentafion protocols, and appoinfing designated enforcement-response leads 

 

Case Studies 

Cote Hospitality strategically uses the H-2B visa program to bring in seasonal employees from 

Mexico, Jamaica, South Africa, Romania, and Barbados. At Grand View Lodge in Minnesota, 

around 30 H-2B workers arrive each year to meet peak-season demand — essenfial for 

maintaining service in a locafion where domesfic labor alone cannot meet needs. Alongside 

these seasonal hires, Cote invests in mentorship and leadership development to promote from 

within, reducing long-term dependency on any single visa pathway. 

Similarly, at The Grand Hotel at the Grand Canyon, Xanterra supplements local hires with H-2B 

visa holders. For other properfies, the company favors a mix of J-1 trainee programs and the 

Bridge Summer Work Travel program through partner colleges. This mulfi-channel approach 

creates staffing flexibility across its porffolio and minimizes disrupfion when one visa pathway 

faces constraints. 

Execufives at Marrioft and Hilton have repeatedly emphasized the need for comprehensive 

immigrafion reform, cifing it as a cornerstone for workforce stability. As Hilton CEO Chris 

Nassefta put it: “One of the most important issues in our industry for fime and eternity has 

been workforce ... and the need for comprehensive immigrafion reform.” This public stance 

amplifies industry-wide dialogue and puts pressure on policymakers to consider visa expansion 

and streamlined processes. 

https://www.reuters.com/business/world-at-work/how-crucial-is-immigration-us-hotel-industry-2025-06-13/
https://www.reuters.com/business/world-at-work/how-crucial-is-immigration-us-hotel-industry-2025-06-13/


 

Looking Ahead: Policy, Resilience, and Coordinafion 

Immigrafion policy may remain unpredictable, but workforce resilience doesn’t have to. Hotels 

can strengthen their operafional foofing by: 

 Engaging in ongoing scenario planning that tracks visa windows and prepares 

confingency staffing 

 Combining mulfiple visa types to reduce reliance on any single source 

 Leveraging industry associafions to advocate for reform and share best pracfices with 

policymakers 

For some operators, resilience also means rethinking the guest experience to align with staffing 

realifies. This can include: 

 Integrafing more self-service technology in low-touch areas while redeploying staff to 

high-touch, high-value guest interacfions 

 Experimenfing with seasonal service menus or rotafing amenifies to maintain quality 

without overextending limited teams 

For hoteliers navigating today’s unpredictable labor market — where shifting immigration 
policies can alter the talent landscape almost overnight — resilience is more than an 
operational buzzword. It’s a safeguard for business continuity. Building true bench strength 
means ensuring there’s both depth and versatility within the team, so staffing disruptions don’t 
derail service or profitability. 

That resilience starts with foresight: 

 Regularly assess the staffing structure and identify potential vulnerabilities, rather than 
waiting until a policy change, visa delay, or sudden turnover forces a scramble 

 Pay particular attention to roles or departments that rely heavily on foreign-born talent, 
where recruitment pipelines may be more susceptible to external factors 

 Pinpoint potential pressure points early so action can be taken before gaps become 
emergencies 

One of the most effective ways to do this is by cultivating a shortlist of standout performers: 

 Identify employees who consistently deliver, think beyond their immediate 
responsibilities, and show curiosity and drive to take on more 

 Provide intentional opportunities for these high-potential team members to stretch 
their skills, such as cross-training in different departments, shadowing senior leaders, or 
taking on short-term assignments outside their comfort zone 



 Strengthen the property’s ability to cover sudden gaps while signaling to staff that 
ambition and adaptability are rewarded 

When immigrafion uncertainty is part of the operafing reality, an internal pipeline of capable, 

mofivated talent becomes a strategic asset. It allows hotels to pivot quickly, maintain guest 

safisfacfion, and protect service standards — even in the face of staffing volafility. By building 

that resilience now, hoteliers posifion themselves not just to endure policy shifts, but to thrive 

despite them. 

A coordinated approach — blending operator insight, industry advocacy, and policy engagement 

— offers the best chance to maintain stable and adaptable staffing models in the years ahead. 

When operators blend proacfive talent development, flexible staffing approaches, technology-

driven efficiencies, and strong industry advocacy, they create the capacity to weather policy 

shifts, fill crifical gaps quickly, and sustain excepfional guest experiences long-term. 

 

Building Stability: Hands-on Strategies 

Hotel staffing will always be affected by external forces — from shifting policies to demographic 

trends — but leadership lies in how teams prepare. Operators can reinforce stability by: 

 Creafing internal training hubs that allow for quick cross-department redeployment 

during surges 

 Establishing emergency staffing networks with peer properfies to share resources in 

fimes of need 

 Developing clear compliance playbooks that outline step-by-step procedures for audits 

and document checks 

When implemented consistently, these measures don’t just bridge short-term gaps — they can 

become a long-term compefifive advantage, signaling to both employees and guests that the 

property is well-prepared for the unexpected. 

 

Hospitality Workforce Resilience in a Shifting Immigrafion Landscape 

By nurturing internal pipelines, diversifying recruitment, invesfing in compliance readiness, and 

acfively collaborafing across the industry, hotels can anchor operafions despite shifting 

immigrafion landscapes. 



From local lodges to global chains, hospitality leaders are building resilience through intenfional 

pipelines, diversified visa strategies, and policy advocacy. Real-world examples showcase that 

reliance on one tacfic is too risky. A blended, strategic toolkit is the strongest anchor. 

As the travel industry evolves, so too must workforce strategies. By adapfing to policy 

uncertainty with thoughfful planning, collaborafion, and investment, hotels can confinue to 

deliver excepfional service, even in an unpredictable policy environment. The stakes are high, 

but so are the opportunifies for leadership and innovafion. 

 


