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Weather

High 76° ❚ Low 54°
Partly sunny and nice.
Forecast, 32A
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Subscribe: access to all of
our content every day.

The first official installment of Ask The Desert Sun
responds to questions from three readers and cov-
ers a variety of topics, from square dancing to lights
atop Mount San Jacinto. 3A
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Adam Hadwin hugs his caddie at La Quinta Country
Club during the third round of the CareerBuilder
Challenge in 2017. The club is celebrating its 50th
year having a course in The American Express
tournament. RICHARD LUI/THE DESERT SUN

Golden anniversary

Despite diplomatic talks last week between the
United States and Russia, the two sides are still far
apart on resolving escalating tensions over Ukraine.
16A

Diplomacy in limbo
between US and Russia
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Parade magazine

Today's issue of Parade was printed before Betty
White’s death on Dec. 31.

The average COVID-19 case rate across Riverside
County more than doubled between Monday and Fri-
day, jumping from 103 per 100,000 to 212 per 100,000.
During that same week, reported positive cases in-
creased by 7,243. 

In reality, cases are much higher than testing
numbers reveal. The latest wastewater report from
Palm Springs reveals that there were nearly 6.7 mil-
lion viral copies per liter — including delta and om-
icron variants — detected in wastewater samples on

Jan. 3. 
During last winter’s

surge, the highest num-
ber of copies detected
was about 2.6 million,
Donn Uyeno, the city’s
principal engineer, said
during Thursday’s City

Council meeting. 
“In the last several weeks, we have had numbers

that are just skyrocketing,” Uyeno said.
Based on the amount of virus detected in waste-

water, actual case numbers for that day were
estimated to be about 25,000, Uyeno said.

A month prior to this date, the number of estimat-
ed cases corresponding to wastewater testing in the
city was less than 1,000. 

“A lot of people who are testing are testing with
home tests and those don’t get reported to the coun-
ty,” Councilmember Geoff Kors commented during
the meeting. “Omicron is clearly out there every-

COVID-19 cases
have more than
doubled across
Riverside County 
Positivity rate higher than state
average while testing is lower

Maria Sestito
Palm Springs Desert Sun

USA TODAY NETWORK
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Amid omicron and
staffing shortages, tribal
health network still
testing, boosting
patients. 2A

B
ob Novello has been searching for workers for months. He will need

about 60 to staff the Rancho Mirage location of Enzo’s Bistro and Bar.

To date, he has found none. h “I should know in the next two weeks if

we’re going to make it or not,” Novello said. “(I’ll know) whether

we’ve hired some people and if we can hire some people I think we’re on our way

to getting open.”

The restaurant, which has been closed
since the onset of the pandemic, was set to
reopen in November. Instead, a staffing
shortage has left it idle. The only sign of life
many days is a bright-red “Now Hiring” sign
wrapped around the restaurant’s Highway
111 marquee sign.

Many Coachella Valley businesses like
Enzo’s are hurting for workers, driving
shorter hours, operational changes and tem-

porary store closures. The problem is most
acutely felt in the hospitality sector, which
business owners and experts say faced a sig-
nificant — and possibly permanent — exo-
dus of workers under the pandemic.

EMPLOYMENT OUTLOOK 2022

Worker shortage brings
changes to the valley

Robots, closures and higher wages among Great Resignation’s effects

“Robot Rosi” brings salad to Joan, left, and Irwin Adelman at Haus of Pizza in Palm Desert on Jan. 10. After
having difficulty finding workers despite raising wages, Haus of Pizza took the innovative step of leasing a
serving robot for $429 per month. TAYA GRAY/THE DESERT SUN

James B. Cutchin Palm Springs Desert Sun | USA TODAY NETWORK
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COVID-19 changed the way we work. 27A
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‘Flowers in
the Attic’
legacy keeps
blooming
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Many local businesses have been ex-
periencing the worker-shortage issues
for nearly a year, raising questions
about the long-term impact on the Coa-
chella Valley’s hospitality-driven econ-
omy. Some say the situation could drive
faster automation to compensate for the
lack of workers, while others say it could
lead to an economic consolidation as
smaller independent businesses are
forced to close and are replaced by larg-
er rivals.

The situation has driven up pay for
service workers across the valley, as
employers compete in what some dub a
“bidding war” for available staff.

For small businesses on tight mar-
gins, unable to fully compete on price,
one ray of hope could lie in emerging ev-
idence around the value of qualitative
benefits. Businesses that can provide
stability and a positive work environ-
ment, recent studies and the experienc-
es of some local businesses suggest, are
less likely to end up facing frustrated
customers with no one to serve them.

Still desperate for workers

Local hospitality businesses have
been struggling with the worker short-
age issue for most of the last year.

While some workers appear to have
gradually returned to the sector since
early 2021, state employment data sug-
gests hospitality jobs are still down sig-
nificantly relative to pre-pandemic lev-
els. There were 335,200 fewer hospital-
ity workers in California in November
than in February 2020, a 16% drop, ac-
cording to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Sta-
tistics.

While that is a marked improvement
from earlier points in the pandemic, the
experiences of many local businesses
suggests these remaining missing work-
ers could be gone for good.

“It’s not gotten any better at all,” Ste-
ven Boswell, manager of Hotel Zoso and
Palm Mountain Resort and Spa in Palm
Springs, said of the worker shortage.

“We’ve taken measures such as in-
creasing salaries; we’ve increased our
advertising through all of the available
apps that are out there,” Boswell said.
“We’re just not having any luck whatso-
ever.”

The hotel manager said despite rais-
ing wages for positions such as front-
desk workers from $15 an hour before
the pandemic to just under $19 today,
those and roles such as valets and
housekeeping are all chronically under-
staffed.

“We’ve had to take rooms out of order
just because we couldn’t (clean and pre-
pare) them fast enough,” Boswell said,
“especially on the weekends and (dur-
ing) special events and on holidays.”

Iryna Pyle, owner of Haus of Pizza in
Palm Desert, said despite raising wages
multiple times, she had to cut her res-
taurant’s hours from 11 a.m. to 9 p.m.
down to 3 to 8 p.m. due to a lack of work-
ers.

“I’m offering $18 per hour and still no
applications,” Pyle said. “Two weeks

ago I spent $360 on Facebook ads. I had
only 20 applications. Fifteen out of 20
had no experience in restaurants. Five
of them had experience and I invited
them to come into Haus of Pizza and no-
body showed up.”

Pyle eventually got so fed up with the
situation that she decided to “hire” a ro-
bot.

After reading about a restaurant in
Florida that used a serving robot, Pyle
spent several months deliberating and
doing online research before deciding to
lease a similar machine for her own
business. She now pays $429 per month
for “Robot Rosi,” a robot that replaces
two workers ferrying food between the
kitchen and customers’ tables.

“When the food is ready, I just push
the table number — for example table

three — and it delivers food to table
three,” Pyle explained. “Customers
serve themselves and then the robot
comes back.”

She added that sensors and radar en-
able the robot to navigate unexpected
obstacles effectively. It even self-sani-
tizes the shelves where staff and cus-
tomers place food.

Pyle said she has been very satisfied
with Rosi’s performance over the last
two months. Most customers — espe-
cially children — love the robot, and
many want to take pictures or videos of
it.

“It’s way cheaper than hiring some-
one,” she said. “The robot never got sick;
there are no family issues; there is no
overtime. (A) robot is the perfect solu-
tion for me.”

Pyle said she thinks it is likely that, if
the worker shortage continues, more lo-
cal restaurants will begin employing ro-
bots similar to hers. She is even eying
getting a second robot — a $3,000-per-
month machine that makes pizza.

“Maybe that’s my next step,” she
said.

Are they gone for good?

Many hospitality business leaders
say they believe the workers who
haven’t returned by this point likely
don’t intend to.

“Some people just moved on as part
of the ‘reevaluating your life’ situation
(that is going on in the labor market),”
said Jerry Keller, owner of Lulu’s Cali-
fornia Bistro in Palm Springs and Acqua
California Bistro in Rancho Mirage. The
restaurant owner said he has been ex-
periencing staffing issues for the last
year and doesn’t expect any improve-
ments in the near future.

Why exactly this shift is happening
now is a matter of some debate.

Last year, many — particularly busi-
ness owners — blamed the increased
unemployment payments from the fed-
eral government for employees’ lack of
interest in returning to work.

When the worker shortage began im-
pacting local businesses early last year,
Californians could collect up to $750 a
week in unemployment compensation
through a combination of state and fed-
eral benefits.

Most of those federal benefits ended
in September, however, dropping the
maximum unemployment payments for
Californians to $450 per week.

Enzo’s Bistro and Bar general manager Ray DeAntonio hopes for job candidates to come to the closed restaurant in Rancho Mirage on Jan. 12. The location has been
unable to reopen due to a lack of the roughly 60 workers needed. PHOTOS BY TAYA GRAY/THE DESERT SUN

A “now hiring sign” is displayed outside Enzo’s Bistro and Bar in Rancho Mirage facing Highway 111 on Jan. 12. The
restaurant, which has been closed since the onset of the pandemic, was set to reopen in November. Instead, a staffing
shortage has left it idle.

Employment
Continued from Page 1A

Continued on next page

Many Coachella Valley businesses like Enzo’s are hurting for workers, driving
shorter hours, operational changes and temporary store closures. 

EMPLOYMENT OUTLOOK 2022
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While the prior benefits left unem-
ployed Californians taking home signifi-
cantly more than they could have work-
ing 40 hours per week at a minimum
wage job, the current benefits put un-
employment compensation back below
state minimum wage levels for a stan-
dard work week.

Despite this, the reduced benefits
haven’t led to a flood of unemployed
workers reentering the labor pool.

“It was a reasonable thing for busi-
ness owners to be worried about, but
when we looked at the data it just didn’t
seem to be true,” said Emily Nix, a USC
researcher who studies labor econom-
ics.

Total nonfarm California employ-
ment ticked up only 1% in the months
following the enhanced unemployment
benefits’ expiration in September, ac-
cording to the Bureau of Labor Statis-
tics. While any improvement is positive,
that growth doesn’t reflect any mean-
ingful change to the trajectory Califor-
nia’s employment numbers were on for
most of 2021.

Instead, Nix said a complex mix of
factors including COVID-related heath
concerns, a general reevaluation of
workers’ priorities and increased com-
petition for workers from large corpora-
tions have all played into the ongoing la-
bor shortage.

“A lot of people have very valid health
concerns,” said Nix. “That’s somewhat
mitigated by the vaccine, but if you have
a (child) under five that you can’t vacci-
nate then you might have concerns
about being in a very service facing job
where you’re potentially going to bring
COVID back to your kids or to your el-
derly parents.”

Official employment data doesn’t yet
reflect that impact of the COVID omi-
cron variant, but Nix said that virus’
ability to infect fully vaccinated individ-
uals could also be deterring some work-
ers with health concerns from reenter-
ing service jobs.

The labor researcher said there was
also evidence that many workers have
been reevaluating work and the trajec-
tory their careers were on since the start
of the pandemic.

“We had that massive drop in em-
ployment at the beginning of the pan-
demic and some people weren’t work-
ing,” Nix said. “Maybe you say, ‘Oh my
job is actually not great. It’s dead end.
Let me see if I can find a better job.’”

“When you’re in the grind it can be
hard to reevaluate in that way, and I
think during the pandemic some people
did,” she added.

Some hospitality business leaders
credit the enhanced unemployment
benefits for enabling this work reevalu-
ation to happen, indirectly causing the
worker shortage.

“(The benefits) kept people home
from working because they were getting
the money and it allowed them to re-
think what their careers were and what
they were doing,” Novello of Enzo’s said.
“And unfortunately, our industry, the
restaurant industry, is a very tough in-
dustry.”

Novello said he believes people who
were “on the fence” about being in the
service sector and might have otherwise
remained decided instead that they
wanted to pursue less demanding work.

That type of detailed causality is dif-
ficult, if not impossible, to verify, but
Nix said it was possible that the en-
hanced unemployment benefits con-
tributed to peoples’ ability to rethink
their careers and, indirectly, to an exo-
dus from some industries.

Another possible contributing factor
to the worker shortage is increasing

competition from big businesses, ac-
cording to Nix. She raised the example
of e-commerce titan Amazon, which in-
creased its global workforce by nearly
75% over the course of the pandemic,
adding nearly 630,000 employees in the

period from March 2020 through Sep-
tember 2021.

That company’s average starting
wage is over $18 an hour and it offers a
slew of benefits such as fully-funded
college tuition, healthcare coverage and

up to 20 weeks of paid parental leave.
“If you’re a restaurant or other hospi-

tality (business) in Palm Springs, you
just maybe can’t compete against the
wages (and benefits) these bigger firms
can offer,” Nix said.

Some local businesses said they had
observed this phenomenon at work over
the last year.

Boswell of Hotel Zoso and Palm
Mountain Resort said he has seen nu-
merous employees leave for industries
such as cannabis and warehouse work,
including several who left for employ-
ment at the new Amazon last-mile de-
livery facility in Cathedral City.

Novello of Enzo’s compared the
choice faced by many workers deciding
between jobs with major corporations
and local restaurants to the experience
of browsing a fine china shop.

“Are you going to pick the broken chi-
na, or are you going to go for, you know,
the good stuff?” Novello said.

Positive environment 
= willing workers?

One silver lining for small businesses
unable to compete for workers on salary
and benefits alone could lie in qualita-
tive benefits. Some recent studies on
workers’ motivations for leaving their
jobs suggests a positive work environ-
ment and stability can play significant
roles in employee retention.

A study published this month by MIT
found toxic corporate cultures were the
No. 1 factor that drove workers out of
their jobs in the last year. Having bad
company culture was over 10 times as
likely to make someone quit than pay-
related factors, according to the study.

The study also found that job insecu-
rity was the second-largest factor driv-
ing people to leave their jobs. Pay-relat-
ed reasons didn’t even make the top 10.

The experiences of some local busi-
nesses seem to support those findings,
especially those related to stability.

Patrick Service, owner of Las Casue-
las Terraza in Palm Springs, said he
hasn’t faced much of an issue with staff-
ing at his restaurant. He attributed
much of the success to an emphasis on
keeping nearly all of business’ staff both
employed and in a good mental state
throughout the pandemic.

“We really made an effort not to over-
work everybody,” Service said.

Service said the business also
doesn’t seasonally lay off workers dur-
ing the slow summer months, leaving it
with a more consistent staff than more
cyclical businesses.

Enzo’s La Quinta location, which
didn’t close during the pandemic and —
unlike the Rancho Mirage location — is
open summers, has faced few staffing
issues, according to Novello.

That, Novello said, is despite several
instances of attempted poaching by
other restaurants. He recalled multiple
instances of other restaurant manage-
ment coming to Enzo’s La Quinta loca-
tion and attempting to convince staff to
leave.

“That’s a direct result (of the worker
shortage),” Novello said. “We’re all vy-
ing for the same employee.”

While he noted his company has al-
ways treated employees respectfully,
Novello said the worker shortage had in-
creased the urgency of creating a posi-
tive working environment.

“I would give orders (to managers)
and say, ‘When speaking to employees,
you need to listen very carefully,” Nov-
ello said, “and listen to what they are 

Continued from previous page

Front desk supervisor Chela Tamayo checks out guests on Thursday at Hotel Zoso in Palm Springs. The hotel has had
difficulty finding workers to fill front desk positions for the past year. PHOTOS BY ANDY ABEYTA/THE DESERT SUN

Front desk supervisor Chela Tamayo talks with her manager at Hotel Zoso in
Palm Springs on Thursday.

Valet Randy Perea fills out paperwork after bringing a car up from parking for two guests on Thursday at Hotel Zoso in
Palm Springs. The hotel has had trouble filling positions such as valets for much of the past year and has seen numerous
employees leave for industries such as cannabis and warehouse work.

The lobby of Hotel Zoso is seen Thursday in Palm Springs.

Continued on next page



saying and make sure they are treated
with care.’”

Fewer small businesses, 
more robots?

The long-term effects of the worker
shortage are still unclear.

USC’s Nix said it’s possible some
workers will reenter the service indus-
try after a stint at places like Amazon.
That company is known for having a rel-
atively high turnover rate among staff,
potentially giving other businesses the
chance to win back their workers — es-
pecially if they can offer a better experi-
ence for workers.

“The question is, can you offer a bet-
ter working environment than the Ama-
zons of the world?” Nix said. “For some
small businesses, that answer could
very well be yes. Because maybe you
treat your employees better than these
big businesses do; you have a more per-
sonal relationship with them.”

She noted businesses would still
have to be competitive with large com-
panies on wages in order to draw work-
ers back.

If smaller businesses are unable to
bring workers back and end up shutting
down, Nix said that could consolidate
market power in the hands of larger
chain businesses and have a range of
negative implications for the local econ-
omy.

“First, you have less diversity of
goods and services, and that’s bad for
consumers,” Nix said. 

“Second, when firms get big market
power, they take advantage of that mar-
ket power by raising prices on consum-
ers potentially.”

“They can do all sorts of things that
you can’t do in a very competitive envi-
ronment where you have to offer great
benefits to your workers to keep them
because they’re able to move to other
jobs easily and your customers can easi-
ly find substitutes,” she added.

Joe Wallace, CEO of the Coachella
Valley Economic Partnership, said the
worker shortage is likely to accelerate
automation of low-skilled jobs. He
called Haus of Pizza’s serving robot “a
sign of things to come” and said it could
spark other local businesses to try a
similar approach.

“They’ll go (into Haus of Pizza) and
they’ll see that and they’ll talk to (Pyle)
and they’ll do the exact same thing,”
Wallace said.

Nix said the speed at which jobs were
automated would depend largely on
business owners’ beliefs about the per-

manence of the worker shortage. If they
believe it is likely to be this way for years
to come, she said, they will be more like-
ly to invest in automation.

“If wages continue to rise and rise,

it’s going to be inevitable that you
switch to machines,” Nix said.

She noted new businesses were more
likely to automate roles than existing
ones, meaning business turnover and

new business growth could also play a
role in accelerating automation.

“For example, if you have new restau-
rants opening up and they’re like ‘It’s
been six months of really high wages,’”
she said. “‘I can either do all the fixed
costs of hiring someone or I can use this
machine.’”

“If I’m starting my business I might
slightly more inclined to go that route,”
she added.

Reach James B. Cutchin at james.
cutchin@desertsun.com.

“Robot Rosi” brings salad and bread to Kevin, left, and Maria Fenton on Jan. 10 at Haus of Pizza in Palm Desert. After
having difficulty finding workers despite raising wages, Haus of Pizza took the innovative step of leasing a serving robot.
PHOTOS BY TAYA GRAY/THE DESERT SUN

Continued from previous page

Haus of Pizza owner Iryna Pyle enters the table number for her serving robot,
“Robot Rosi,” to deliver food at the restaurant in Palm Desert on Jan. 10.

“Robot Rosi” delivers salad to a
customer’s table at Haus of Pizza in
Palm Desert on Jan. 10. 
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Your interview is progressing well.
You’ve concisely communicated why
you’re here — in your career journey and
in this interview — with your “tell us
about yourself” narrative. 

You’ve provided concrete examples
of your professional accomplishments

that speak to your readi-
ness for this role. 

You’ve conveyed the
value you could bring.
You think they’re con-
vinced.

Then comes that final
question: “Do you have
any questions for us?”

It’s tempting to skip this one. It’s the
end of the interview, and by this point,
you may be feeling slightly wrung out,
overwhelmed and even short on time.

Be aware, hiring managers often
place a lot of weight on what you say
here.

Why?
Because asking questions can signal

your interest in the company and the
position. 

Your questions can demonstrate that
you’ve done some upfront research;
that you’ve been listening intently
throughout the interview; that you are
curious and want to learn more. The one
thing you don’t want to say here is that
you don’t have any questions for your
interviewers.

As a leadership professor and head of
the Office of Career Services at the Uni-
versity of Maryland’s Robert H. Smith
School of Business, I’ve had the oppor-
tunity to work with successful, mid-ca-
reer professionals as they navigate the
interview process. We talk a lot about
the process — and the importance of
this one question.

Here’s my advice on answering it
well:

1. Plan ahead. Assemble a list of

questions that you truly want an-
swered; sincere curiosity goes a long
way. You likely won’t ask all your ques-
tions, but it’s good to have several ready
so you don’t ask a question that the in-
terviewer has already answered. In
most settings, asking two to three ques-
tions is ideal – asking more may suggest
that you don’t respect the interviewers’
time. Be sure to read the room and body
language for signs that they want to
wrap up the meeting. 

Remember: You’ll have opportunities
to learn more in future conversations, so
don’t overdo it.

2. Do your research. Don’t ask ques-
tions that can be easily answered with a
quick online search. Scan the company
website about basic details and history,
as well as current news articles about
the organization’s recent challenges
and successes. Reach out to current and
former employees to find out more
about what it’s like to work there. Your
social network could be a good source
for locating these folks, and your uni-
versity alumni office may help with in-
troductions. Questions that demon-

strate you’ve done your “homework” are
strong signals that you take this oppor-
tunity seriously.

3. Tailor your questions to suit the
meeting. When you’re speaking with
someone from human resources, ask
questions about the interviewing proc-
ess or the overall organization. When
you’re speaking with the hiring man-
ager or your world-be supervisor, ask
more specific questions about the role
itself or the team. If speaking with pros-
pective colleagues in adjacent depart-
ments, ask about collaboration and
work culture.

4. Refer back to projects or ideas
the hiring team has mentioned. Refer-
ence what you were told earlier in the
conversation when you ask a question.
This conveys active listening, respect
and a desire to learn more.

5. Not all questions are good ques-
tions. Avoid “yes/no” questions. You
want the two-way conversation to con-
tinue, so ask open-ended questions.
Also, avoid self-serving questions –
those about salary, vacation days and
other benefits; save those for after you

get the job offer. Finally, try not to ask
multi-pronged or overly complicated
questions. 

This is not “stump the interviewer”
time. It is a chance to show your interest
in learning more about the work, the
team and the organization.

As you compile your list of questions
for the hiring manager or team, here are
a few suggestions to get you started.
Again, make them your own. 

h In your opinion, what does success
in this role look like? Are there key per-
formance indicators?

h If hired for this position, what
should I aim to accomplish in my first
three months?

h What are the strengths that have
led others to succeed in this role?

h How did this position come to be
open?

h How long have you been with the
company, and what’s something you
enjoy about working here?

h Can you tell me a little about the
company culture?

h What do you see as the most press-
ing challenge this company is facing
right now? This team?

h Is there anything else I can provide
to help you with your decision?

Neta Moye is an assistant dean and
executive director of the Offices of Ca-
reer Services at the University of Mary-
land’s Robert H. Smith School of Busi-
ness. She is also a clinical professor of
leadership, management and organiza-
tion. Moye has over 30 years of experi-
ence in the field of human resources and
leadership development.

Job interview: The important question

Neta Moye
Special to USA TODAY

Be sure to read the room and body language for signs that the interviewers want
to wrap up the meeting. Remember to respect their time. GETTY IMAGES

Moye

Don’t bypass a chance 
to show you’re interested “Asking questions can signal your

interest in the company and the
position. Your questions can
demonstrate that you’ve done some
upfront research; that you’ve been
listening intently throughout the
interview; that you are curious and
want to learn more. The one thing you
don’t want to say here is that you
don’t have any questions for your
interviewers.”


