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Guido Helmerhorst, Founder & Partner at ScenarioBox,
argues that traditional job shadowing is a hidden tax on
hospitality operations – expensive, inconsistent, and
completely unmeasured – at exactly the moment the industry
can least afford it. He makes the case for digitized, immersive
“golden copy” training that takes over repetitive basics, so
human trainers can focus on culture, nuance, and guest
experience, turning training from operational friction into a
true strategic advantage.

After many conversations with hotel leaders and operational
staff, I have noticed a pattern that is as invisible as it is costly.
It seems to me hospitality leaders do not take risks with
revenue management or operational compliance, yet every day
we rely on a old training method that is unmeasured,
unmanaged, and very expensive. It is the go to method
because it is how we have always done it. We hand a new hire a
pdf, a uniform and tell them to go follow an experienced
colleague. We affectionately call it job shadowing.

While this approach is rooted in a deeply human way of
learning, in today's world it hides an enormous labor and
consistency cost that most leadership teams simply do not see.
It is a strategic blind spot. As we move into a future defined by
experiential tourism and labor shortages, this blind spot is no
longer just an operational detail; it is a structural disadvantage
that deserves attention at the highest level.

THE INVISIBLE COST: WHY JOB SHADOWING IS
A HIDDEN TAX

Traditional shadowing is effectively a hidden tax on your
operation. It consumes hundreds of hours of work, yet it rarely
appears on a P&L statement or a dashboard. Because the cost
is buried within the general payroll, we treat these hours as if
they were free.

The reality is that traditional shadowing depends entirely on
who is available on a given Tuesday. This operational
randomness leads to inconsistent results. Your senior staff lose
their most productive hours slowing down to teach, while your
new hires learn at a pace dictated by the operation’s chaos.

This inefficiency bleeds into every corner of the establishment.
When a senior staff member is shadowing, you are paying for
two people to do the work of one, often with lower output than
if the senior person were working alone. It is a massive drain on
efficiency that goes unmanaged because we have accepted it
as the cost of doing business.

TELLING EXAMPLE: THE REALITY OF
HOUSEKEEPING MATH

To make this invisible cost visible, let us look at the reality of
an example situation. I recently worked with a hotel chain
where we broke down the actual numbers for their
housekeeping department to see what "business as usual" was
costing them.

The data was stunning. They were hiring about twelve new
housekeepers a month. Each new hire spent about twenty-four
hours shadowing a buddy. That is nearly three hundred hours
of wages paid to people who are not yet productive.

But the math gets worse. You are not just paying the new hire.
You are paying the "buddy", your most experienced, high-
performing staff member, to slow down. You are asking them to
perform two jobs simultaneously: cleaning the room to
standard and explaining the process to a stranger. When you
add the supervisor’s time spent correcting mistakes later, the
cost triggers your eyebrows to go up.

In that single department, we calculated over five hundred
hours of "ShadowHours" consumed every month.

That is not training, that is operational friction. It is repetition
disguised as consistency. If you saw a line item on your P&L for
"Repetitive Basics Explanation," you would cut it immediately.
Yet, because this cost is hidden within payroll, we let it slide.

It gets worse because in addition to this high cost your
operation has to deal with language barriers and "buddy
variability." Every trainer teaches their own version of the
standard. One might emphasize the bathroom mirror, while
another prioritizes the bed tuck, and another forgets half the
amenities. The new hire does not learn the brand standard;
they learn the shortcut or the personal preference of their
specific buddy. You are paying a premium for inconsistency.

THE FUTURE CONTEXT: EXPERIENTIAL
TOURISM RAISES THE BAR

This inconsistency is becoming a dangerous liability in the face
of experiential tourism. The modern guest is not just looking
for a place to sleep; they are looking for authenticity,
consistency, and personality. They want to feel the brand, not
just see it.

An experiential brand experience cannot be delivered by teams
trained ad-hoc. When training is inconsistent, service becomes
inconsistent. The experiential traveler notices these gaps
immediately. If one interaction is magical and the next is
transactional, the spell is broken. Staff capability is the
foundation of any future guest experience strategy. If we
cannot guarantee that every staff member knows the "why" and
"how" of our story, we cannot promise a consistent experience
to our guests.

JOB SHADOWING AS OPERATIONAL RISK

We need to elevate this problem from an operational
annoyance to a leadership risk. Relying on shadowing
introduces three distinct dangers to your business. First, as the
numbers show, there is the massive operational drag of lost
productivity. Second, there is the inconsistent transfer of
knowledge, which dilutes your brand standards. Third, there is
a complete lack of measurement.

As hotels race to digitalize everything from check-in to room
controls, leaving training in the realm of oral tradition creates a
massive drag. It creates a structural disadvantage where your
most critical asset, your people, are being onboarded with the
least amount of technological support.

HOSPITALITY TRAINING

3www.hotelyearbook.com



THE FUTURE: DIGITIZED, EXPERIENTIAL
TRAINING

The solution is not to replace humans with robots, but to
remove the repetitiveness that burns out your best people. The
future lies in digitizing the "job shadowing" of standards to
create absolute clarity.

Let’s revisit our housekeeping example. Imagine if, instead of
following a stressed colleague, a new hire could watch and
interact with a digitized, immersive scenario of your best
housekeeper cleaning a room perfectly. We captured a real
room-cleaning process with "Obi," a master housekeeper, and it
was clearer and more consistent than any written SOP or
hurried in-person explanation could ever be. The traditional
methods and newer ones like elearning lack one core thing
immersive technologies offer: spatial awareness. It allows new
hires to visually learn in their working space, a feature that is
essential for the operational hospitality environment.

This enables a hybrid model. The foundational skills and non-
negotiable standards are learned digitally, ensuring every
single new hire sees the "golden copy" of the process. This
frees up the human training to be richer and more focused. The
buddy can stop saying "here is the soap" and start teaching the
culture, the guest interaction, and the nuances of hospitality.
Digitization improves quality by anchoring standards, and it
frees your staff from the drudgery of repetitive
demonstrations.

FORCES SHAPING THE NEXT FIVE YEARS

Several key forces will drive this shift over the next few years.
First, persistent labor shortages mean we simply cannot afford
slow onboarding anymore; we need people "room-ready" or
“operational ready” faster than ever. Second, rising guest
expectations mean that experiential consistency is the new
differentiator. You cannot have five different versions of service
in a five-star hotel.

Third, the democratization of technology means these tools are
no longer science fiction; they are accessible and easy to adopt
for individual properties. Fourth, sustainability pressures will
force us to look at efficiency everywhere, including training.
Wasting 500 hours a month is as bad as wasting energy.
Finally, data-driven leadership will demand that training impact
becomes measurable. We count every towel and every kilowatt;
it is time we counted the effectiveness of our training hours.

CONCLUSION: A CALL FOR MODERNIZING
TRAINING

Job shadowing has heart, but it has no scalability. It depends
on the stamina of your team rather than the strength of your
system. If housekeeping can evolve from improvisation to
intentional, digitized training, then any department can.

Losing the human connection, you say? I’d argue the opposite.
By splitting training into two parts, digitizing the repetitive, and
reserving human time for what really matters, you actually
increase human connection.

The future belongs to hotels that treat training as a strategic
investment, not a routine task to be delegated and forgotten.
The invisible cost of job shadowing will remain invisible, quietly
eating into your margins and guest satisfaction, unless
leadership chooses to acknowledge it and support the teams
who carry its weight every day. It is time to stop the drain and
start building a system that respects your staff’s time and your
guest’s experience.
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