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In 2020, direct travel jobs 
accounted for a disproportionate 
35% of jobs lost and total travel 
supported jobs accounted for a 
staggering 65% of all jobs lost.

THE EFFECTS OF COVID-19 ON TRAVEL, 
TOURISM AND THE U.S. ECONOMY
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Leisure & Hospitality (L&H) 
accounted for 11% of pre-
pandemic employment in the U.S. 
yet represents 34% of all jobs still 
lost as of November 2021.

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics
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THE CURRENT STATE OF THE WORKFORCE 

As of the end of October, there were 
11 million job openings in the U.S.—
roughly one in six, or 1.8 million, in 
leisure and hospitality alone.

Leisure & Hospitality employment 
remains 8.2% below its pre-pandemic 
levels as of November 2021.
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There are nearly 800,000 more job 
openings than there are available 
workers in Leisure &  Hospitality.

Job openings 
outpace available 
workers in many 
sectors

JOB OPENINGS VS. TOTAL UNEMPLOYED INDIVIDUALS BY INDUSTRY

THE CURRENT STATE OF THE WORKFORCE 

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics
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WORKFORCE SHAKE UP

• Four in 10 of full-time employed 
Americans experienced some sort  
of employment shift during  
the pandemic

• More than five million Americans left 
the workforce including more than 
three million early retirees—double 
the number in 2019

• Even as of November, the labor 
force participation rate remained at 
61.8% - equating to 2.4 million fewer 
Americans in the workforce than the 
same time in 2019

• Six in 10 of workforce exits since the 
start of the pandemic are women
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Four in 10 employed 
Americans experienced 
employment shifts 
during the pandemic

EMPLOYMENT SHIFTS AMONG ALL AMERICANS VS. 
THOSE IN THE TRAVEL INDUSTRY

Source: Destination Analysts
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1 | FINANCIAL CUSHION
The federal government provided over $850 
billion in direct payments to taxpayers — 
with additional savings many decided they 
did not want to return to old jobs or the 
workforce at all.

2 | CHILDCARE CHALLENGES
Lack of affordable quality childcare caused 
many women to choose between work and 
family and continued childcare labor shortages 
have resulted in many women remaining on the 
sidelines. Nearly 1.3 million fewer women are 
in workforce compared to November of 2019.

3 | SELF-REFLECTION - COVID CLARITY
More than two-thirds of Americans seeking 
new employment are seriously considering 
changing their occupation or field of work. 
And one-third of Americans cited the ‘desire 
to make a career change’ as the top reason for 
leaving their current job.

REASONS FOR WORKER SHORTAGES

4 | SKILLS GAP
There is a fundamental mismatch between 
the industries that currently have the most job 
openings and how many unemployed people 
have experience in that industry.

5 | INTERNATIONAL VISA CHALLENGES
Travel organizations and destinations were not 
able to access additional temporary workers as a 
result of visa processing delays, backlogs and travel 
restrictions. This severely curtailed the ability of 
many international workers to enter the U.S.

Additional detail on reasons for 
shortages can be found in the full report.



Reallocation Friction:
The idea that the array of jobs in the economy 
are changing and workers are taking time to 
figure out what new jobs they want—or what 
skills they need for different roles.

REASONS FOR WORKFORCE SHORTAGE:  
SELF REFLECTION
• One-third of Americans cited the ‘desire to 

make a career change’ as the top reason 
for leaving their current job

• More than four million Americans quit their 
jobs in October – more than one in five 
(21%) were within L&H

• Americans who have previously worked in 
the travel industry and decided to change 
jobs disproportionately switched to a 
different industry
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Leisure & Hospitality is experiencing 
elevated quit rates 

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics

Additional detail on reasons for shortages 
can be found in the full report.
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REASONS FOR WORKFORCE SHORTAGE: 
ACCESS TO INTERNATIONAL WORKERS
• The labor force was reduced by more than 500,000 just 

from a decline in temporary workers alone

• There were more than 100,000 unused H2B and J1 work 
visas in FY2021

U.S. Travel Policy Recommendations:  
Alleviating Worker Visa Processing Delays
• Increase the cap on H-2B and J1 visas, and 

permanently exempt returning H-2B workers from 
the cap, such as proposed in the H-2B Returning 
Worker Exception Act (H.R. 3897)

• Streamline and Modernize H-2B Visa Programs

Employers are having to wait a long time to get 
their petitions approved, and renewals are not 

being processed in a timely manner. It’s going to take a 
long time for them to work through the backlog.”
- Stephen Yale-Loehr, immigration lawyer and teacher at Cornell Law School

Additional detail on reasons for  
shortages can be found in the full report.



TRAVEL AND TOURISM HAS A PERCEPTION PROBLEM 
• Many Americans have positive 

perceptions of careers in travel and 
tourism. However, highly valued 
employment considerations 
in today’s environment such as 
stability, culture of work/life balance 
and attractive wages fall to the 
bottom of perceptions associated 
with travel and tourism 

• More than half of U.S. hospitality 
workers would not go back to their 
old jobs for any reason and over 
a third aren’t even considering re-
entering the industry
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Source: Destination Analysts
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WHAT EMPLOYEES WANT
• Four in 10 U.S. workers are actively searching 

for a new job right now, or plan to soon – 
twice the rate of 2019

• Flexibility and stability emerge as top 
considerations post-pandemic
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• Americans are prioritizing health and well-being. 
Even more than compensation, work/life balance is 
increasingly important for today’s workforce

LONG-TERM CAREER GOALS
People want a good job and 

a life well-lived.” - Gallup

Source: Destination Analysts 10
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WHAT’S NEXT – INDUSTRY RECOMMENDATIONS

1 | HIGHLIGHT THE UNIQUE 
BENEFITS AND VALUE OF 

TRAVEL EMPLOYMENT 
• Travel jobs are accessible

• Travel jobs are flexible 

• Travel jobs are diverse

• Travel jobs provide 
training

• Travel jobs foster 
entrepreneurship and 
expand small business

2 | PROMOTE DIVERSE, 
EQUITABLE AND INCLUSIVE 

TRAVEL CAREER OPPORTUNITIES 
• Embrace diversity, new values, 

mindsets and expectations of 
the new workforce 

• Elevate importance of DE&I 
and ensure it is at the core of 
organization charts, strategic 
plan and recruiting strategy

3 | EXPAND HORIZONS
• Look beyond travel and 

tourism

• Redefine flexibility 

• Understand needs and 
values of emerging 
workforce 

• Improve access to 
international workers 
through U.S. Travel’s policy 
recommendations
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DEMOGRAPHIC DIFFERENCES Travel jobs have historically been uniquely 
diverse, welcoming and accessible to 
all Americans. Travel employs a greater 
share of Hispanics, African Americans and 
multi-ethnic individuals than the rest of 
the economy. For example, while blacks 
accounted for 12% of overall employment 
in the U.S. in 2019, they accounted for 19% 
of employment in accommodations and 
20% of employment in air transportation.21 
Similarly, while Asians accounted for 7% 
of overall employment in the U.S., they 
accounted for 10% of accommodations 
employment. Hispanics made up 24%  
of leisure and hospitality employment  
in 2019 compared to just 18% of the  
overall economy.22  

Job losses in low wage occupations 
and service-related industries were hit 
particularly hard. In fact, the percentage 
decline of low-wage occupations was 
more than twice as great as middle-wage 
occupations while high-wage occupations 
increased marginally.23 And, unfortunately, 
the reality is that even within L&H, minority 
workers are more likely to be found in 
lower-paying positions that were more 
vulnerable to cutbacks.24 As a result, the 
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Occupational segregation—the fact that these workers are less likely to be found in higher-paid management professions, even within leisure and hospitality—exposed them to the worst of the job losses.28– Economic Policy Institute

MINORITIES DISPROPORTIONATELY IMPACTED

CHART 3 | Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics

pandemic more negatively impacted 
minorities and women.25 Unemployment 
among Blacks, Asians and Hispanics 
remain 48-74% higher than the same 
quarter in 2019 while White unemployment 
is just 39% higher.26 As L&H employment 
remains 8% below pre-pandemic levels and 
many of these minority workers remain 
unemployed.27 (Chart 3)

UNEMPLOYMENT RATE BY RACE AND ETHNICITY
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CURRENT STATE OF WORKFORCE – WHERE ARE WE NOW?Leisure & Hospitality (L&H) employment remains 8% below its 
pre-pandemic levels as of the November 2021 jobs report.12 (Chart 2) 
Within L&H, employment in the accommodation subsector, remains 
down 14% while air transportation employment remains 9% below 
pre-pandemic levels.13 In comparison, employment in the overall 
economy is just 3% below pre-pandemic levels.14 
Overall, the unemployment situation has gradually improved since 
its April 2020 peak and total unemployment declined to just 4.2% in 
November and L&H unemployment rate eased downward to 7.5%.15 
While some of the improvement can be attributed to job growth, 
the falling rate of unemployment is also influenced by a shrinking 
labor force.

As of November, 48% of small businesses could not fill all job openings—significantly higher than the historical average of 22%.16 
Since small businesses employed over 60% of the overall L&H 
workforce prior to the pandemic, this has a significant impact on 
travel and tourism’s recovery.17 Small business owners are also 
raising compensation to increase their competitiveness—32% plan 
to raise compensation in the next three months—even though this 
likely will result in higher prices.18 

There are now 11 million job openings in the United States—roughly 
one in six, or 1.8 million, in leisure and hospitality alone—as of the 
end of October.19 Additionally, openings continue to grow because 
job hirings are simply not keeping up with openings. 
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ONE IN 12 LEISURE AND HOSPITALITY JOBS REMAIN LOST

Some 4.2 million Americans (2.8% of the workforce) quit their jobs but remained in the workforce in October.20 Workers know that jobs are plentiful and that they can secure another job easily if they leave theirs. The lack of workers is widespread across industries with only the construction and mining industries not experiencing a worker shortage. 

WORKFORCE CHURN
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THE EFFECT OF COVID-19 ON THE  
U.S. ECONOMY, TRAVEL AND TOURISM

The COVID-19 pandemic had a swift and steep impact on the 
entire U.S. economy, but its impact on the travel and tourism 
industry was unmatched. As the economy essentially shut down 
all in-person services and Americans were locked down at home, 
the pandemic and the resulting closures resulted in the highest 
unemployment rate since the Great Depression. The loss of jobs 
was severe both in its scope and its speed. To put the devastation 
in perspective, nine million jobs were lost over two years during 
the financial crisis of 2008, compared to 22 million jobs lost in just 
two months during the COVID-19 pandemic.3 

Total travel and tourism supported jobs plummeted 34% between 
2019 and 2020—declining from 16.7 million in 2019 to 11.1 million, 
on average, in 2020.4 Direct travel jobs fell from nine million to  
six million.5 

Prior to the pandemic, direct travel jobs accounted for 6% of the 
workforce and total travel-supported jobs accounted for 11%.6 
But in 2020, direct travel jobs accounted for a disproportionate 
35% of jobs lost and total travel supported jobs accounted for a 
staggering 65% of all jobs lost.7 

After reaching a 50-year low at the end of 2019, the U.S. 
unemployment rate saw a steep increase in just a few months—
reaching a high of 14.8% in April 2020.8 The travel-dependent 
leisure & hospitality (L&H) industry suffered significantly more 
than the overall economy.9 Nearly half of the 16.9 million jobs 
in the L&H industry were lost in March and April 2020 and L&H 
unemployment reached a devastating 39.3%.10 L&H accounted for 
11% of pre-pandemic employment in the U.S. yet represents 34% 
of all jobs lost and not yet recovered through November.11

L&H is often used as a proxy for the travel industry since this data is updated 
monthly and is more accessible than total travel industry employment 

Leisure & Hospitality is an official 
‘subsector’ of the economy defined by the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics and includes: Accommodation and  

food services
Arts, entertainment  

and recreation 

Total travel employment includes air and auto transportation, retail and 
travel planning that is NOT included in L&H

WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN TOTAL TRAVEL AND 
LEISURE & HOSPITALITY (L&H) EMPLOYMENT?

L&H accounts for 77% 
of travel employment

L&H includes spending by both 
local residents and travelers

TRAVEL EMPLOYMENT IMPACTS ALL SECTORS OF THE U.S. ECONOMY, 2019
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With 11 million job openings, the COVID-19 pandemic undoubtedly left drastic and long-lasting impacts on 

the American workforce. The loss of jobs, however, was most severe among our very own industry—total 

travel and tourism supported jobs plummeted 34% between 2019 and 2020—declining from 16.7 million in 

2019 to 11.1 million, on average, in 2020.1 And despite gains through the summer, leisure and hospitality still 

falls nearly 8% below its pre-pandemic levels and accounts for nearly one in six (1.8 million) of the 11 million 

job openings as of the end of October.2

The percent of Americans in the labor force has dramatically declined due to early retirements, working 

mothers leaving the workforce, an increase in self-employment and an influx of talent migration to different 

jobs and industries. There are many factors contributing to the shortage of labor across industries, including 

childcare challenges, health and safety concerns, a severe lack of temporary foreign workers and a re-

prioritization of employment motivations. 

Separately, a widespread trend of individual introspection and a re-evaluation of long-term career goals 

combined with a new generation of workforce that has a different value system is having an impact. 

Travel employment has suffered within the context of the overall labor market shortages, but also has to 

overcome its own challenges. Not all these challenges we face are new. Travel and tourism jobs have long 

battled a reputation of low paying jobs, long hours and limited upward mobility.

1

INTRODUCTION

The pandemic’s effect on the stability of a job in the travel 

industry has only exacerbated these vulnerabilities making it clear 

that a shift in thinking and strategy around rebuilding the travel 

workforce is critical—for now and far into the future.

LOOKING TO DIVE DEEPER?
The full report is available to U.S. Travel members. If you are a member looking for your login credentials, 
or are interested in becoming a member and unlocking access to U.S. Travel’s suite of benefits, industry 
toolkits and research products, contact our Membership team.
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