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Abstract 

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to investigate the impact of seasonal employment on the 

policies and practices of human resource management (HRM) in tourist organizations. The 

framework for HR policies and practices is based on an organization’s chosen business strategy, 

and its acceptance of the industry's seasonal nature and a dichotomous business type or its 

preference to run a non-seasonal business. This paper aims to analyze the differences, in carrying 

out specific human resource management activities, between organizations that "embrace" 

seasonality and dichotomous business management and those that "challenge" seasonality and 

prefer continuous business management.  

Methodology – As a methodological framework for analyzing human resource management 

activities in tourism, a continuum is used, ranging from "embracing" to "challenging" seasonality. 

In this manner, the strategic context of HRM is taken into account and additionally vertical and 

horizontal alignments are explained. Seasonal employment in the EU tourism sector is analyzed 

and HRM trends and processes are identified and explained.  

Findings – The paper presents the possibilities and limitations as well as the effects of applying 

various human resource management activities, depending on the chosen seasonal employment 

approach in the tourism sector. The results of secondary data analysis on the type and length of 

work engagement in the field of tourism in the EU indicate a preferred approach to seasonality. At 

the same time, they can serve as a basis for discussing desirable and necessary HRM policies and 

practices. 

Contribution – The paper’s contribution is reflected in emphasizing the importance of aligning 

HRM policies and practices with the specific features of the tourism industry, the specific features 

of the chosen business strategy, and the seasonal way of doing business. Research results indicate 

that the "war for seasonal workers" began long ago and that tourism organizations can ensure long-

term sustainable success and competitive positioning only if they come up with more attractive 

measures to win and retain skilled and capable employees. 

Keywords seasonality, tourism employment, human resource activity, temporary workers, 

strategic approach  

 

 

INTRODUCTION  

 

Seasonality has long been recognized as one of the most evident and significant 

characteristics of tourism, which is to some extent experienced by virtually every tourist 

destination in the world. As seasonality is reflected in the variations of tourist demand 

and hence labor demand, this phenomenon poses a particular challenge for human 

resource management in tourism organizations. Bearing in mind the strategic role and 
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importance of HRM in achieving the long-term sustainable success of an organization in 

today’s rather dynamic and turbulent business environment, challenges are reflected in 

aligning HRM policies and practices with the strategic commitment of the organization. 

Designing and implementing all HRM activities should focus on the implementation of 

the formulated overall business strategy. That means that all HRM activities should 

reflect the organization’s business strategy, i.e. whether it accepts the seasonal nature of 

the tourism industry or seeks to extend the season and keep on doing business throughout 

the year.  

 

Seasonality is recognized as a factor influencing almost all aspects of business operations 

in companies working in tourism. For HRM it creates a cyclical employment 

environment requiring extraordinary resources devoted to processes (recruitment, 

selection, training, retention of staff etc.) (Jolliffe & Farnwsworth 2003). 

 

 

1. SEASONALITY IN TOURISM EMPLOYMENT 

 

Seasonality is one of the most dominant yet least studied features of tourism. Tourism 

seasonality is a temporal imbalance in the phenomenon of tourism, which may be 

expressed in terms of dimensions of such elements as numbers of visitors, expenditure 

of visitors, traffic on highways and other forms of transportation, employment, and 

admissions to attractions etc. (Butler 2001). This means that seasonality affects all 

activities in the field of tourism.  

 

Seasonality in tourism is not unique to a particular destination or country, but appears in 

almost all destinations and countries around the world. Almost all tourism companies 

and regions have been affected by seasonality to a lesser or greater extent. In a given 

period some destinations have more visitors and tourists than they can accept, while off-

season capacities remain unused. To respond timely and adequately to seasonal 

oscillations in demand, tourism organizations need to know and track the causes of 

seasonality. 

 

In the literature, several attempts have been made to understand and classify the causes 

of seasonality in tourism. Bar-On’s study (1975) "Seasonality in Tourism: A Guide to 

the Analysis of Seasonality and Trends for Policy Making" is considered one of the first 

academic studies on seasonality. Most authors emphasize the natural and 

institutionalized types of tourist seasonality (Baum & Lundtrop 2001, Koenig & Bischoff 

2005, Cuccia & Rizzo 2011, Karamustafa & Ulama 2010): 

 Natural seasonality is linked to annual seasons, i.e. to the regular and periodic 

changes of the natural climate in a particular destination. Destinations with a warm 

and cold climate are exposed to seasonal changes that affect activities offered to 

tourists. Natural factors can make a destination unattractive in one part of the year 

but become an attraction and attract demand in the other part of the year. It is 

important to emphasize that natural seasonality could change due to climate change, 

impacting tourism in affected areas. 
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 Institutionalized seasonality is caused by human activity on social, ethnic, 

organizational, religious and other grounds. Unlike natural seasonality, the dates of 

institutionalized seasonality can be more accurately determined, as they usually 

follow school holidays, state holidays, religious events, festivals, etc. 

 

Although natural and institutional factors are generally recognized as two major causes 

of seasonal tourism, many authors have given a more detailed classification of causes 

such as sociological and economic causes, social pressure and fashion, and sporting 

seasons (Young Chung 2009).  

 

Seasonality is a measurable feature of tourism because it has great economic importance 

and can be expressed by quantitative indicators such as the number of visitors, visitor 

expenditure and attraction visitation rates. Different methods have been used to measure 

seasonality such as Seasonality Range, Seasonality Ratio and the Coefficient of Seasonal 

Variation. The effects of seasonality vary depending on the location and the nature of the 

destination and its attractions (Baum and Hagen 1994). When researching seasonality, 

many researchers perceive it as a negative phenomenon (Chung 2009, 86). They 

underscore a variety of issues such as economic and environmental problems and 

problems arising from seasonal employment (Koenig & Bischoff 2005, Chung 2009, 

Cuccia & Rizzo 2011, Ferrante 2018, Baum, T., Cheung, C. et all. 2016).  

 

The economic effects of seasonality are usually connected with private and social cost. 

Private cost comprises the cost that is paid by private producers, customers (tourists and 

residents) and workers. Private producers, such as hotels and restaurants, experience the 

loss of profit due to under-exploited capacity and fixed cost in the off season while 

customers pay higher prices in the high season for the product and services offered. The 

income and quality of life of local residents are therefore very dependent on the periods 

of high and low seasons. Social costs concern local public utilities putting extreme 

environmental pressure on the destination. Overcrowding and the rise of prices in the 

high season affect the everyday quality of life of local residents and can also cause 

dissatisfaction in tourists.  

 

Employment-related issues emerge in both the high season and the low season. Where 

tourism seasonality is very pronounced, workers usually accept seasonal jobs based on 

short-term contracts which offer no security for long-term employment. Chung (2009) 

highlights the lack of demand for off-season jobs and a reduction in employment rates. 

Therefore, employees will probably leave the destination in order to find more stable 

employment. As tourism demand changes, the labor market becomes unstable, which 

ultimately leads to difficulties in maintaining the particular status of a destination (Szivas 

et al. 2003, Ainsworth & Purss, 2009). Nevertheless, seasonal work for many workers is 

seen as an opportunity for additional earnings, especially in the student population. 

 

A company's response to seasonality may vary depending on the nature of the 

destination’s seasonality and on the strategic commitment of the organization. Jolliffe 

and Farnsworth (2003) consider two possible business strategies: accepting the seasonal 

nature of the industry or seeking to extend the season and running a non-seasonal 

business (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Possible HR and business strategies to manage seasonality in tourism 

 

 
 

Source:  Jolliffe, L., Farnsworth, R. (2003), "Seasonality in tourism employment: human resource challenges", 

International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management, Vol. 15, Issue: 6, p. 314. 

 

A company will design its business activities depending on the chosen strategy. An 

enterprise’s management, which has adopted the seasonal nature of business as a 

strategic commitment, may decide not to do business throughout the year or to 

supplement its income with other off-season activities. Usually, "embracers" are local 

residents who use tourism as a source of additional income. "Challengers" can be, for 

example, tour operators seeking to overcome seasonality by looking for new destinations 

or providing new, innovative services. Their efforts are focused on extending the season, 

i.e. on designing out-of-season service packages. In order to implement the strategy 

already formulated, it is necessary to harmonize the policies and practices of human 

resources management in tourism organizations. 

 

By defining the overall strategy, an enterprise defines its attitude towards the challenges 

that seasonality brings. This will strongly influence all business activities including the 

activities comprised in strategic human resource management. 

 

 

2. STRATEGIC HUMAN RESOURCE MANAGEMENT AND 

SEASONALITY IN TOURISM EMPLOYMENT 

 

 

Managing people, or their potential, is an extremely complex and demanding task. The 

most common division of this task is into traditional activities, or activities of a purely 

administrative nature, and activities that carry a strategic significance to the company. 

The increasingly turbulent and dynamic business environment related to the 

establishment and strengthening of the competitive position of the company requires the 

systematic and careful development of human resources, directed at creating and 

developing organizational abilities (Torrington 2004, 30-44). The management of human 

resources is acquiring a new strategic role in the company. 

 

Strategic Human Resource Management refers to the systematic, comprehensive and 

long-term development of human resources and the use of their potential and talent, 

knowledge, skills and competencies, and other qualities to achieve strategic 

differentiation, gain a sustainable competitive advantage, ensure sustainable strategic 

success, and continually enhance an organization’s performance in accordance with its 

business and strategic goals (Bahtijarević-Šiber 2014, 49). Accordingly, the 

interrelatedness of strategic management and HRM is becoming a prerequisite for 

competitive advantages and company success (Figure 2).  
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Figure 2: Strategic human resource management 
 

 
 

Source: Author´s adaptation. 

 

The concept of strategic HRM (Fahtijeravic-Šiber 2014, 62; Butler 1994, 705) has two 

dimensions of equal importance. The vertical dimension emphasizes the interrelatedness 

of HRM practices with the process of strategic management (both in the process of 

designing and in the implementation of the strategy), and the horizontal dimension 

suggests the need for a high degree of coordination and harmonization of various HRM 

sub-functions. The model focuses on the necessity of harmonizing the company strategy 

and HRM activities, and employees’ abilities and behavior (providing that they “fit”). A 

vertical alignment of "fit" refers to human resource management policies being aligned 

with the strategic orientation of a tourism organization. In the case of tourism 

organizations, a vertical "fit" means designing human resource management policies 

depending on whether seasonality is accepted as such or considered as a challenge 

(embracing seasonality vs challenging seasonality).  

 

It is considered that using the concept of "fit" in the strategic management of human 

resources of tourism enterprises will achieve the desired behavior and level of service 

provided by the employees. However, there are also different opinions on that matter. In 

dynamic environments, where changes are discontinuous and unpredictable, success 

cannot be expected from fitting the HRM activities to the company strategy, but rather 

is solely based on the abilities of providing flexible responses and adapting to 

unpredictable events. Thus, Wright/Snell (1998, 761) created a framework that focuses 

on three points for flexibility: developing HR systems that can be quickly adapted, 

developing a human capital pool with a wide array of skills, and promoting behavioral 

flexibility among employees. Accordingly, they propose HRM activities that may 
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expand the qualifications and behavior of employees to support various changing or 

newly emerged strategies. 

 

HRM strategy, practices and activities will differ depending on whether a company 

embraces seasonality or challenges it. As can be seen in Table 1, the "challenge" of 

seasonality is a more complex set of actions and measures compared with seasonal 

business acceptance.  

 

Table 1: HR practice based on the chosen approach of seasonality  
 

HR practice Embrace seasonality Challenge seasonality 

Staffing  Focus on temporary workers, 

retention is not important 

Focus on full-time core workers, 

supplemented with temporary 

workers.  

Retention valued 

Training and 

development 

Brief orientation and task specific 

training 

Continual training (including cross 

training) 

Performance 

appraisal 

Informal appraisal: focus on ability 

to perform special tasks 

Formal and informal appraisal 

techniques: focus on broader-based 

competencies and task-specific 

abilities. 

Compensation Match or lead competitor’s base 

pay: bonuses based on staying the 

entire season 

Match competitor’s base pay: benefits 

and merit to encourage retention: 

bonuses for staying beyond the normal 

season. 
 

Source:  Jolliffe, L., Farnsworth, R. (2003). "Seasonality in tourism employment: human resource challenges", 

International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management, Vol. 15, No. 6, p. 315 

 

Employment policies and practices should be aligned with the organization's strategic 

commitment to seasonality vs. challenging seasonality. Tourism organizations are often 

in situations that require combining the main approaches to seasonality to enable the 

enterprise to operate more efficiently. As seen in Figure 3, for example, in Front and 

Back Offices permanent or longer-term employment reduces fluctuation, thus increasing 

employee satisfaction, which directly affects the quality and productivity of the work and 

the quality of the service provided and, ultimately, the satisfaction of the clients/guests. 

In addition to ensuring better financial results, this would enable employees to 

continuously improve their knowledge, skills and abilities, and would help stop them 

from leaving the organization and joining the competition. The embracing-seasonality 

approach could be applied in departments that need far more workers during the peak 

season. These departments (e.g. Food and Beverages, Housekeeping) tend to hire 

workers with lower educational levels or with qualifications not related to catering. Staff 

turnover is higher because the job is temporary and workers are looking for a source of 

income only for the season.  
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Figure 3:  Strategic approach of the organization to seasonality and employment 

 
Source: Authors.  
 

By combining the two strategic approaches to seasonality in employment, as well as by 

taking measures and activities to re-engage temporary employees in the next season, 

tourism organizations can work more effectively and efficiently. Either by extending the 

season or by re-employing seasonal workers it is possible to overcome negative effects 

while taking advantage of the positive effects of seasonality in business. 
 

 

3. SEASONALITY AND ISSUES IN TOURISM EMPLOYMENT IN THE EU 
 

The European tourism industry employs over 13 million people. Nearly 8 million of these 

people work in the food and beverage industry, while the accommodation sector accounts 

for 2.7 million jobs and travel agencies and tour operators account for just over half a 

million. The three industries that rely almost entirely on tourism (accommodation, travel 

agencies/tour operators, air transport) employ 3.6 million people in the EU.  
 

Figure 4:  Persons employed by economic activity, EU-28, 2008-2017 (index 2008=100) 

 
 

Source:  Eurostat (2018). Tourism industry – employment. https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-

explained/index.php/Tourism_industries_-

_employment#The_tourism_industries_employ_over_13_million_people_in_the_EU (Accessed 1 
April 2019). 
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The tourism industry has great potential as a growth sector, even in times of economic 

turmoil that significantly affects other sectors of the economy. The economic crisis led 

to a drop in total employment which started recovering in 2014 and reached pre-crisis 

levels in 2016. The services sector, including the selected core tourism industries, has 

had an average annual growth rate of +1.5 % since 2008. More specifically, the tourist 

accommodation sector has seen an average annual growth of +1.9 % since 2008, 

resulting in a total increase of +18 % in 2017, compared with 2008 (Figure 4). 

 

Tourism activity can also boost the local economy and labor market. When comparing 

regional data on tourism intensity (e.g. the annual number of nights spent by tourists per 

capita of local population) with regional unemployment rates or their deviation from the 

national average unemployment rate, we see that 21 of the 30 regions with the highest 

tourism intensity have an unemployment rate below the national average (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5:  Regional unemployment rates compared with the national 

unemployment rate for NUTS2 regions(¹) with the highest number of 

tourism nights per inhabitant, 2017 
 

 
 

Source:  Eurostat (2018). Tourism industry – employment. https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-

explained/index.php/Tourism_industries_-

_employment#The_tourism_industries_employ_over_13_million_people_in_the_EU (Accessed 1 

April 2019). 

 

The tourism industry is a major employer of women. Compared with the total non-

financial business economy, where 36% of people employed are female, the labor force 

of the tourism industries includes more female workers (59 %) than male workers. The 

highest proportions are seen in accommodation (61%), and in travel agencies and tour 

operators (64%). The tourism industries have a particularly young labor force, as these 

industries can make it easy to enter the job market (13% of workers aged 15 to 24 

compared with 9% for services or for the non-financial business economy). People with 

a lower educational level (those who have not finished upper secondary schooling) are 

equally represented on the labor market as a whole and in the tourism sector (around 



ToSEE – Tourism in Southern and Eastern Europe, Vol. 5, pp. 607-620, 2019 

Z. Rahimić, K. Črnjar, V. Čikeš: SEASONAL EMPLOYMENT IN TOURISM ORGANIZATIONS AS A ... 

 615 

20% for both). Many foreign citizens work in tourism-related industries and they account 

for 16% of the labor force in tourism industries (of which 9% are from other EU Member 

States and 7% are from non-EU countries).  

 

Since tourism tends to attract a young labor force, often at the start of their professional 

life, certain key characteristics of employment in this sector are slightly less 

advantageous than in other sectors of the economy. The proportion of part-time 

employment in the tourism industries (24%) is significantly higher than in the total non-

financial business economy (17%) and is comparable to the figure for the services sector 

as a whole (22%). The likelihood of occupying a temporary job or an employee holding 

their current job for less than one year is significantly higher in tourism than in the total 

non-financial business economy (Figure 6).  

 

Figure 6: Characteristics of employment in tourism, EU-28, 2017 (%) 
 

 
 

Source:  Eurostat (2018). Tourism industry – employment. https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-

explained/index.php/Tourism_industries_-

_employment#The_tourism_industries_employ_over_13_million_people_in_the_EU (Accessed 1 
April 2019). 

 

By analyzing the recent statistics on employment in the tourism industry in the European 

Union, one can conclude that the characteristics of employment, workforce and labor 

market are as follows: 

 High seasonality in tourism activities is only partly reflected in tourism employment 

 Regions with high tourism activity tend to have lower unemployment rates 

 Tourism creates jobs for women 

 Part-time employment significantly higher in the tourism industries 

 Tourism attracts a young labor force 

 The tourist accommodation sector gives more opportunities to workers with lower 

educational levels 
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 Nearly one in six people employed in tourism are foreign citizens 

 Jobs are less stable in tourism than in the rest of the economy 

 Hourly earnings and labor costs in the accommodation sub-sector are below the 

average for the economy as a whole 

 

Seasonality in tourism activity will result in a high number of seasonal jobs. In most 

cases, seasonal workers consider this type of engagement as unattractive, temporary 

employment due to seasonal depletion and the need to seek alternative sources of off-

season income. Seasonal work is also perceived as less significant, as less educated, 

semi-qualified or unqualified workers are most often recruited. This implies poorly paid 

jobs, which can partly be explained by the qualifying structure of seasonal workers. 

Murphy (1985), however, considers that seasonality is not necessarily bad for everyone. 

Some people choose seasonal jobs so they can engage in other activities in the off-season 

activities or to earn the money needed to fulfill their dreams/wishes (students, artists, 

housewives...). 

 

The results of work in tourism, as a labor intensive activity, depend in particular on the 

knowledge, skills, abilities and dedication of the employee's work (Solnet et al. 2015, 

Hughes & Rog 2008, Cassel et al. 2018). It is indeed human work that has a dominant 

role in the service sector. Its importance is emphasized by the term "moment of truth", 

referring to the immediate interaction between the client and the service-providing 

organization. Technological changes have significantly affected the way businesses 

operate and the structure of employees; some jobs have disappeared and other, new ones 

have emerged. However, changes in the structure of employees ultimately depend on the 

top management’s willingness to implement technological achievements in business and 

its ability to respond flexibly to changes. 

 

 

4. HRM CHALENGES CAUSED BY SEASONAL EMPLOYMENT 

 

The complexity of tourism and its employment, workforce and labor market 

characteristics makes defining the processes for the efficient management of employees 

more difficult than in some other industries. Tourism is a labor-intensive industry with 

high levels of labor turnover; most jobs have the nature of being unskilled and 

semiskilled; there is a high proportion of seasonal, part-time and on-call workers; and a 

high proportion of employees are young people (students) and people with low-level 

education and skills. The industry has a poor image, relatively low pay, a high proportion 

of female employees who are generally in the low levels of the occupational structure, 

poor working conditions and inefficient human resource management practices 

(Kusluvan et al. 2010, 195). 

 

Strategic human resource management processes, such as recruitment, selection, 

training, assessment of performance, motivation and career development, will have to be 

carefully planned and adapted in order to take in account the influence of seasonality in 

employment, human resources and the labor market. Poor human resource practices in 

the tourism industry increasingly highlight the challenges that managers have to deal 

with when striving to efficiently manage human resources in a company. Some of these 

poor HRM practices in the tourism industry include (Kusluvan et al. 2010) 
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unprofessional employee recruitment and selection, limited orientation and training, 

limited opportunities for career development and promotion, low pay and benefits, 

absence of overtime pay, absence of employee empowerment and participation, low job 

security and stability, limited career management and prospects, and no or 

unprofessional employee performance appraisal. 

 

The main issues that employers working in organizations characterized by seasonal 

employment will have to address as a part of their human resource strategy are directly 

connected with the problems of attracting employees to work in the industry, developing 

employees to possess the competencies needed to ensure high-quality service and 

retaining them in the face of seasonal employment. The question is how human resource 

management activities can contribute to the success of tourism organizations and their 

image of an attractive employer, taking into account the actual and potential effects of 

seasonality. 

 

Figure 7: HRM processes framework in seasonal employment in tourism 
 

 
 

Source: Authors. 

 

Attracting, developing and retaining employees are the major challenges managers face 

when the labor market and the industry are strongly affected by seasonality (Figure 7). 

Seasonality, irregular working conditions, shortage of personnel, under-qualified 

employees and noncompetitive wages compared with other industries make jobs in 

tourism less attractive, thus posing a challenge for organizations and intensely 

influencing processes such as recruitment, retention and development.  

 

In overcoming recruitment challenges, digital technology will play a key role in 

promoting the industry and attracting talent. Companies are designing new recruitment 

strategies, launching original recruitment campaigns using mobile apps, social networks 

and collaborative software, and implementing tools to make hiring easier (recruitment 
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videos, AI and digital platforms etc.). The main aim of a retention strategy will be to 

stabilize seasonal employment, increase employee recognition, offer internal promotion, 

improve new employee integration, provide training to achieve a multi-skilled workforce 

and develop mentorship programs.  

 

Recruiting and selecting seasonal workers and then teaching them the job are significant 

challenges to human resource management. Because the recruitment, training and 

engagement of seasonal workers before the start of each season is costly, organizations 

in the tourism sector are recommended to try to employ the same workers already trained 

in previous years and thereby reducing costs and ensuring greater quality for the end 

consumer. Potential employees should be offered year-round work with two different 

seasonal businesses whose activities are complementary. By helping seasonal workers 

find jobs in other businesses in the off-season, the employer is increasing the likelihood 

the employees will return to work next season. Workers have the benefit of returning to 

the same seasonal job where they know the environment and job requirements, reducing 

stress to a minimum and giving them a sense of security. Therefore, the retention of 

seasonal workers is beneficial for both employees and employers. 

 

 

CONCLUSION  

 

High seasonality in tourism activities is reflected in tourism employment. Regions with 

a higher level of tourism activities tend to have a lower unemployment rate. Tourism 

creates jobs for women and attracts young people, foreign citizens and workers with 

lower educational levels but the jobs are less stable and earnings are below the average 

of the economy. The conclusions reached in this paper by analyzing the recent statistics 

on employment in the EU tourism industry are consistent with those of other researchers 

whose work has focused on defining the key characteristics of employment, the 

workforce and the labor market in the tourism and hospitality industry. 

 

Seasonal employment in tourism impacts HRM policies and the HR strategy in general. 

Companies should formulate their strategies based on whether they choose to embrace 

seasonality or challenge it. They should then align their HR practices and policies with 

the chosen strategy. The challenges for managing human resources in tourism are 

reflected primarily in the recruitment, retention and development of employees who need 

to have adequate knowledge and competencies to be able to deliver high-quality service. 

Employers should strive to respond to the challenges of seasonality by proposing 

solutions aimed at ensuring more efficient and effective seasonal employment in tourism. 
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