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Cape Breton Island has long been lauded as one of the most beau�ful Islands in the world. Cape 
Breton University has delivered well-established tourism and hospitality training for decades 
and is a leader in the field of such undergraduate training in Canada. The World Tourism 
Ins�tute (WTI) at CBU is perfectly posi�oned and �med to leverage, support, and enhance, a 
growing tourism industry at home and globally. 

The World Tourism Ins�tute (WTI) was founded at Cape Breton University (CBU) in 2019 with a 
strong founda�on rooted in the depth and diversity of the Cape Breton Island Tourism Sector, 
the long history of Tourism and Hospitality programming at CBU and the established industry 
and community rela�onships. 

In 2022, the WTI secured $2.24 million, 3 year project running February 2022 to 2025, for 
training and research funding from the Canadian government to s�mulate post-pandemic 
recovery, build capacity and grow opportuni�es for Cape Breton Island’s Tourism Sector. This 
project is called the Cape Breton Island Tourism Training Network (CBITTN). 

 

CBITTN Objec�ves: 

• Ensure inclusivity in all development ac�vi�es. 
• Work with Mi’kmaw partners to explore, design and implement community-based credit 

programs in Indigenous tourism. 
• Develop a founda�on of accessible, �mely and credible research which will support 

decision-making by the industry and act as a catalyst in innova�on and entrepreneurialism 
in tourism. 

• Iden�fy training gaps and needs associated with labour shortages. 
• Promote educa�on and professional cer�fica�ons for the tourism industry, including the 

development of micro-creden�als and customized training programs. 

 

 

 

World Tourism Ins�tute 
Shannon School of Business 
Cape Breton University 
1250 Grand Lake Road 
Sydney NS B1A 1C2 
© 2024 

www.CBU.ca/w� 
Please note that the accuracy of these case studies is subject to change  
since the publica�on date. The individuals interviewed may no longer be 
affiliated with the respec�ve tourism opera�ons or businesses.  
Changes in business prac�ces, ownership, and other relevant details  
may have occurred since the �me of wri�ng.  

https://www.cbisland.com/
http://www.cbu.ca/wti
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INTRODUCTION 

As a result of the global pandemic, the tourism and related sectors faced an exodus of 
employees, losing a staggering 63 million jobs globally in 2020 and 263,000 jobs in Canada 
(sta�sta.com). In Canada, the collapse of the tourism market led a significant por�on of the 
tourism workforce to re-skill and retrain to enter more reliable sectors such as healthcare and 
related fields.   

Being a compe��ve tourism des�na�on requires a skilled and ready workforce. As pandemic 
restric�ons loosened, travel started to rebound, and the tourism sector found itself with an 
increasing demand for its offerings combined with a dwindling skilled workforce. The sector 
turned to more aggressive and crea�ve recruitment and reten�on strategies including, in some 
opera�ons, enhanced salaries and benefits – all in atempt to bolster their teams and meet the 
post-pandemic demand.  

According to Des�na�on Cape Breton’s 10-year Strategic Plan, RiseAgain#2030, the tourism 
industry on Unama’ki Cape Breton had been experiencing unprecedented growth in the years 
leading up to the pandemic. Covid-19 had devas�ng consequences for the tourism sector world-
wide and Cape Breton Island did not escape the impacts. According to Sta�s�cs Canada, 2016: 

→ 1 in every 10 jobs in Cape Breton are in the Tourism Sector:  

→ 1 in every 8 business on Cape Breton Island are tourism related 

→ Cape Breton Island accommoda�ons represents nearly 20% of all room nights 
sold in Nova Sco�a 

→ Cape Breton Island generates approximately 15% of all revenue generated by the 
tourism industry in Nova Sco�a  

Cape Breton Island’s tourism product is a rural one, requiring employees be resident nearby or 
to have access to adequate transporta�on. With no island-wide transporta�on system, housing 
op�ons for staff has become increasingly important for tourism operators to sustaining 
adequate staffing levels and delivering quality visitor experiences. 

 

WHAT THE RESEARCH SHOWS 

The Associa�on of Industry Sector Councils conducted a 2021-22 Nova Sco�a Workforce Insights 
survey and found that across all sectors in all Nova Sco�a regions, 16.2% of business operators 
iden�fy a lack of housing op�ons for poten�al employees as a recruitment challenge. When 
focusing on the tourism sector, the impact of a lack of housing is much more significant than it is 
for the general labour force. A litle under one-third (27.8%) of Nova Sco�a tourism industry 
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operators report that a lack of housing contributes to recruitment challenges. Furthermore, this 
issue is even greater on Cape Breton Island. Almost half of Cape Breton Island tourism operators 
(45.2%) report a lack of housing op�ons for poten�al employees as a recruitment challenge. 
This shows that a lack of housing has a greater impact on recruitment of new employees in the 
tourism industry in comparison to other industries. Addi�onally, a lack of housing on Cape 
Breton Island has a greater impact on tourism related recruitment than it does in other Nova 
Sco�a economic regions.  

In addi�on to disrup�ng the recruitment of new employees, a lack of housing also impacts 
companies’ ability to retain employees. Across all sectors in all regions of Nova Sco�a, 11.1% of 
business operators iden�fy a lack of housing op�ons for employees as a challenge to employee 
reten�on. However again, the impact on the tourism sector is much greater. Nova Sco�a 
tourism operators were almost twice as likely (19.4%) to iden�fy a lack of employee housing as 
a challenge to employee reten�on. In the Cape Breton tourism industry, 34.1% of operators 
iden�fy a lack of housing op�ons for employees as a reten�on challenge. This shows that, as 
with recruitment, a lack of housing has a greater impact on reten�on of new employees in the 
tourism industry in comparison to other industries and that a lack of housing on Cape Breton 
has a greater impact on reten�on than it does in other Nova Sco�a economic regions. For Cape 
Breton tourism operators, a lack of housing was �ed for the most common reten�on challenge 
next to “difficulty retaining qualified labour in the local area”.  

Addi�onal tourism housing research was conducted by the World Tourism Ins�tute (WTI) at 
Cape Breton University in 2022 and 2023. Of 36 Cape Breton Island operators surveyed in 2022, 
the WTI found that over half of Cape Breton tourism operators felt that they did not have 
enough employees. Furthermore, for those Cape Breton tourism operators who felt they did not 
have enough employees, the number one cited reason for this hiring challenge was shortages in 
available housing. Over half (61.1%) of Cape Breton tourism operators believed that a shortage 
of affordable housing is a major cause of employee recruitment challenges. Addi�onally, 31.4% 
of Cape Breton tourism operators cited housing as an an�cipated opera�onal challenge for their 
upcoming 2023 season. 

Further evidence of the impact that housing deficits have on the Cape Breton Island tourism 
industry can be found in a 2022 survey of individuals who le� the Cape Breton tourism industry 
conducted by the WTI. This survey found that 18.2% of former Cape Breton Island tourism 
industry employees indicated that a lack of affordable housing was a factor in their seeking 
alterna�ve employment. Moreover, 30% of the survey par�cipants who had exited the industry 
responded that provided housing would have kept them from leaving the tourism industry and 
27% responded that provided housing would convince them to return to the tourism industry.  
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The findings of the World Tourism Ins�tute’s 2022 research showing that a lack of appropriate 
housing was having an impact on Cape Breton Island tourism employment were reinforced by 
supplemental surveys the following year. In the fall of 2023, an in-person Cape Breton tourism 
operator survey found that one-third of operators iden�fied a lack of housing as impac�ng their 
ability to hire employees. Between 2022 and 2024, there have been few changes to mi�gate the 
lack of housing on Cape Breton Island.  

 

WORKFORCE HOUSING IN UNAMA’KI - CAPE BRETON  

Kel�c Lodge in Ingonish, Cape Breton, offered residen�al housing onsite for decades. Along with 
a strong reputa�on and high-quality service (and resul�ng gratui�es) staff housing op�on was 
an excellent employee recruitment tool for the property.  The residence was aging and in 
disrepair which generated increasing complaints from employees and garnered nega�ve media 
aten�on. As such, the staff residence at Kel�c Lodge lost its appeal for seasonal workers.  The 
Kel�c Lodge and the staff residence closed in the spring of 2024 with re-opening plans 
uncertain. 

Ingonish has atracted new tourism investment in recent years, specifically an ambi�ous project 
at Cape Smokey. As the ski hill works hard to develop a four-season product offering, the draw 
on the available labour force is significant. The local community labour pool is not sufficient to 
meet the des�na�on’s demand. To address the needs and poten�al of Cape Smokey as a 
growing des�na�on, the Island’s des�na�on marke�ng organiza�on began working with the 
Municipality of Victoria County to develop a pilot project building mul�-unit affordable housing 
in Ingonish.   

Cabot Links and Cabot Cliffs are two world class golf courses located in Inverness, Cape Breton, 
rural opera�ons requires housing for some of their employees. To meet their workforce needs, 
they purchased an aging motel approximately twenty kilometers away with a capacity to house 
40 seasonal employees. This is an ambi�ous and crea�ve solu�on to their labour problem and 
not one that all operators can afford. Ini�ally there were some issues with this op�on such as 
inconsistent internet access and the need for shutle transporta�on to and from the golf resort.  

Small, private operators are exploring crea�ve solu�ons to the staff housing challenge.  Jay 
Rawding, owner and operator of both the Highland Bow & Arrow and the Wreck Cove 
Wilderness Cabins on the Cabot Trail in Victoria County iden�fied staff housing as a challenge 
for her opera�on immediately upon buying the business in 2019. She realized that most of the 
residences that might have been available to purchase or rent in the area had been turned into 
short-term rentals (Airbnb). With no government support, she took maters into her own hands 
and built a 12 x 12 cabin for staff. While a somewhat off-the-grid experience, there was a private 
washroom, laundry, and office space close by. Rawding says that this capital investment is 
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projected to deliver a good return as it fits the needs of the business, and her staff needs for 
now.  

Building adequate staff housing for year-round opera�ons will require government support as 
currently there are no grants, incen�ves, or financial op�ons designed to meet staff housing 
challenges for rural tourism opera�ons.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Building adequate staff housing for year-round opera�ons will require government support as 
currently there are no grants, incen�ves, or financial op�ons designed to meet staff housing 
challenges for rural tourism opera�ons. Other small businesses across cape Breton Island that 
are exploring staff housing solu�ons include:  Live Life Intents, Periwinkle Café, Mainstreet 
Restaurant, Wreck Cove General Store, and Cabot Shores Resort.  

 

ALTERNATIVE DECISIONS 

1. While the culture of compensa�on and benefits across the tourism sector have 
improved since the pandemic, the tourism sector in Cape Breton is not compe��ve with 
other sectors. To make the sector more atrac�ve to workers, enhanced wages and 
benefits must be offered. Housing for staff must be op�ons as part of the recruitment 
and reten�on process, especially for seasonal opera�ons. 

2. Tourism policy makers such as local municipal, provincial, federal governments, First 
Na�ons communi�es and Des�na�on Cape Breton must advocate and collaborate for 
staff housing, developing affordable and safe, centrally located staff accommoda�ons. 

3. Des�na�on Cape Breton and/or the Cape Breton Partnership (Unama’ki Cape Breton’s 
economic development agency) should independently or together, build a research 
program that would con�nue to gather informa�on outlining the staff housing situa�on 
for the tourism sector, using the World Tourism Ins�tute data as a benchmark, building 
upon it, and sharing it with the sector and investors for beter decision making. 

 

INSTRUCTOR GUIDE: STUDY CASE QUESTIONS FOR STUDENTS 

1. What can individual tourism operators do to meet the housing challenges facing the 
Cape Breton Island tourism sector? 
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2. Is it a good return on investment to develop capital infrastructure projects to address 
the lack of staff housing for the tourism sector across Cape Breton Island.  

3. A�er having iden�fied a need for staff housing, how would you go about approaching 
investors and developers to help develop the opportunity? 

4. Other than building staff housing, what solu�ons can you think of for increasing the 
number of living spaces for tourism employees?  

 

SOURCES 

AISC Nova Sco�a Workforce Insights 2021-2022 (htps://aisc.ca/labour-market-informa�on-
2021-2022/  (No longer Live) 

CBITTN 2022 Operator Gap Survey 

CBITTN 2022 Tourism Industry Exit Survey 

CBITTN 2023 Operator In-Person Gap Survey 

Migrant worker alleges unhealthy condi�ons in staff residence at Cape Breton resort 
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