


Abstract
This study examines the deepening mental health crisis within the hospitality industry and evaluates its impact on organisational performance and workforce sustainability. The research adopts a qualitative secondary research design using a systematic literature review of contemporary academic studies and industry reports. The study explores key theoretical perspectives, including the Job Demands–Resources model, emotional labour theory and burnout research to explain employee psychological distress within hospitality work environments. A PESTEL framework is applied to analyse the broader political, economic, social, technological, environmental and legal factors influencing employee wellbeing and organisational responses.
The findings demonstrate that structural workplace conditions, including excessive job demands, emotional regulation requirements and organisational pressures, significantly contribute to employee stress, burnout and turnover intention. Although hospitality organisations have introduced wellbeing initiatives, current responses remain largely reactive and insufficient in addressing systemic workplace challenges. The study concludes that workforce wellbeing must be integrated into strategic organisational practices to support service quality, employee retention and operational sustainability. Recommendations include organisational job redesign, supportive leadership development, strategic human resource practices and industry-level collaboration to improve employee mental health management within the global hospitality sector.








Introduction
The hospitality industry is characterised by high service intensity, emotional labour and demanding operational environments, making employee mental health an increasingly significant contemporary concern. Research consistently identifies hospitality work as psychologically demanding due to long working hours, irregular schedules, customer-facing pressure and job insecurity, which collectively increase the risk of stress, emotional exhaustion and burnout among employees (Yoo, 2023; Üngüren et al, 2024). These pressures have intensified following global disruptions such as the COVID-19 pandemic, labour shortages and changing guest expectations, which have increased workload and organisational strain across the sector (Baum et al, 2020; Hotel Dive, 2024).
Poor employee mental health has important implications not only for individual wellbeing but also for organisational performance, including higher turnover, reduced service quality and decreased operational efficiency (Salama et al, 2022; Baquero, 2023). Evidence suggests that hospitality employees experience higher levels of anxiety, stress and burnout compared with many other sectors due to the emotionally demanding nature of service work and limited organisational support structures (Kotera et al, 2018; Saito, 2025).
Given the labour-intensive nature of hospitality operations, workforce wellbeing has become a strategic concern for organisations seeking sustainable performance and service excellence. This research paper critically examines the deepening mental health crisis in the hospitality industry by analysing the structural causes of employee psychological distress, evaluating its organisational impacts, and assessing current industry responses. The study aims to provide evidence-based recommendations to support workforce wellbeing and long-term organisational resilience within the global hospitality sector.

Literature Review 
Mental health within hospitality employment has gained increasing scholarly attention due to the sector’s demanding working conditions and labour-intensive service model. The hospitality work environment is characterised by high emotional demands, irregular schedules and customer-facing pressure, all of which contribute to psychological strain among employees (Saito et al, 2025). Contemporary research increasingly conceptualises mental health challenges in hospitality through organisational and structural perspectives rather than individual coping failure, emphasising the interaction between workplace demands and employee wellbeing (Yoo, 2023).
A key theoretical framework frequently used to explain psychological distress in hospitality is the Job Demands–Resources (JD-R) model, which suggests that excessive job demands combined with insufficient organisational resources lead to burnout and reduced wellbeing (Demerouti et al, 2001; Bakker and Demerouti, 2007). Within hospitality settings, job demands commonly include long working hours, work overload, role pressure and continuous service expectations, and these stressors have been empirically linked to poorer wellbeing and turnover-related outcomes among hotel employees (O’Neill and Davis, 2011). Empirical evidence demonstrates that high job demands significantly increase emotional exhaustion and turnover intention among hotel employees, particularly when organisational support mechanisms are inadequate (Üngüren et al, 2024). However, some studies suggest that personal resources such as resilience and job engagement may moderate these effects, indicating that individual and organisational factors interact in shaping employee wellbeing (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017).
The concept of emotional labour further explains the psychological burden associated with hospitality work. Emotional labour refers to the regulation of emotions to meet organisational expectations during service interactions (Hochschild, 1983). In hospitality environments, employees are frequently required to display positive emotions regardless of internal feelings, which may create emotional dissonance and psychological strain (Grandey, 2000). Research demonstrates that sustained emotional regulation contributes to emotional exhaustion and burnout among customer-facing employees (Kim, 2008). More recent longitudinal research shows that emotional labour strategies significantly influence hotel employees’ mental health outcomes, including anxiety and depression, with emotional exhaustion acting as a mediating mechanism (Xiong et al, 2023). Although emotional labour is considered essential for service quality and customer satisfaction, its long-term impact on employee wellbeing has been widely debated. A systematic review of hospitality research indicates that sustained emotional regulation is associated with negative outcomes such as emotional exhaustion, reduced job satisfaction and lower organisational commitment, which may increase turnover intentions among hospitality employees (Lee and Madera, 2019). This reflects a tension between organisational service expectations and employee psychological wellbeing.
Burnout represents one of the most widely documented mental health outcomes within hospitality research. The multidimensional burnout model conceptualises burnout as emotional exhaustion, depersonalisation and reduced personal accomplishment resulting from prolonged workplace stress (Maslach and Jackson, 1981). Studies consistently report high burnout levels among hospitality employees due to workload pressure, job insecurity and limited recovery time (Baquero, 2023). Burnout has been strongly associated with negative organisational outcomes, including reduced productivity, absenteeism and increased employee turnover (Salama et al, 2022). Despite extensive research on burnout, some scholars highlight methodological limitations in existing studies, particularly the reliance on cross-sectional research designs that restrict causal conclusions and limit understanding of long-term psychological outcomes (Saito et al, 2025).
The COVID-19 pandemic further intensified structural challenges within the hospitality workforce, exposing vulnerabilities in employee well-being management. Workforce reductions, operational uncertainty and increased health risks significantly increased psychological stress among hospitality workers (Baum et al, 2020). The post-pandemic recovery period has been characterised by labour shortages and increased service expectations, which have amplified workload demands and contributed to continuing stress and burnout within the sector (Hotel Dive, 2024). Although many organisations have introduced wellbeing initiatives such as mental health support programmes and employee assistance services, evidence suggests that these interventions often remain reactive and focus primarily on individual coping rather than addressing structural workplace conditions (Kotera et al, 2018).
Recent literature also highlights broader organisational consequences of poor employee mental health. Psychological distress among employees has been linked to reduced service quality, customer dissatisfaction and reputational risk, demonstrating the strategic importance of workforce wellbeing within service-based industries (Yoo, 2023). Despite growing awareness, significant gaps remain in the implementation of comprehensive mental health strategies, particularly within small and medium hospitality enterprises that face financial and operational constraints (Saito et al, 2025). Existing research has also been criticised for focusing primarily on employee outcomes while giving limited attention to organisational accountability and systemic reform.
Overall, the literature demonstrates that mental health challenges in hospitality are embedded within organisational structures, operational practices and service expectations. While theoretical frameworks such as the JD-R model, emotional labour theory and burnout research provide valuable insights into employee psychological distress, significant gaps remain in understanding how hospitality organisations can effectively integrate mental health management into strategic operations. This highlights the need for further evaluation of industry responses and preventative organisational approaches to employee wellbeing.

Method
This study adopts a qualitative secondary research design using a systematic literature review approach to examine the mental health crisis within the hospitality industry. Secondary research was selected due to the conceptual and industry-wide nature of the topic, allowing the synthesis of existing academic knowledge while avoiding ethical and practical challenges associated with collecting primary data on sensitive issues such as employee psychological wellbeing (Saunders et al, 2019). The research process involved a structured search of peer-reviewed journal articles and credible industry publications using academic search engines and university library databases. The search strategy used keywords such as “hospitality employee mental health”, “burnout in hospitality”, “emotional labour”, and “job stress in hotels”. Sources were included if they were peer-reviewed, relevant to the hospitality or tourism sector, and published primarily between 2018 and 2025 to ensure contemporary relevance. Seminal theoretical works were also included to support conceptual analysis. Selected studies were critically evaluated and analysed using thematic analysis to identify recurring patterns relating to workplace demands, employee wellbeing and organisational outcomes (Braun and Clarke, 2006).
This methodological approach enables a comprehensive understanding of structural and organisational factors influencing employee mental health. However, limitations include reliance on existing interpretations and the absence of primary employee perspectives, which may restrict contextual depth despite ensuring analytical breadth at an industry level.

Theme impact analysis
The impact of the mental health crisis within the hospitality industry can be systematically analysed using a PESTEL framework, which evaluates the broader political, economic, social, technological, environmental and legal factors shaping organisational operations and workforce wellbeing. This approach enables a structured examination of how external and internal pressures contribute to employee psychological distress and influence organisational performance within the hospitality sector.
From a political and regulatory perspective, labour protection policies and workplace health regulations increasingly recognise employee wellbeing as a strategic organisational responsibility. Governments and industry bodies have introduced workplace wellbeing initiatives and occupational health guidelines designed to support employee mental health and improve working conditions (International Labour Organization, 2022). However, implementation across the hospitality industry remains inconsistent, particularly among small and medium-sized enterprises that often face resource constraints and operational pressures (Saito et al, 2025). While regulatory frameworks encourage employer responsibility, enforcement challenges and limited organisational capacity may reduce their effectiveness in improving workforce wellbeing.
Economic pressures represent a significant driver of employee stress within the hospitality sector. The industry operates in a highly competitive environment characterised by cost control, labour shortages and fluctuating demand, which frequently results in work intensification and staffing constraints (Baum et al, 2020). Post-pandemic recovery has further increased workload demands due to reduced workforce capacity and rising service expectations, contributing to emotional exhaustion and burnout among employees (Hotel Dive, 2024). Economic uncertainty may also limit organisational investment in employee wellbeing programmes, as businesses prioritise operational survival over long-term workforce development. This highlights a structural tension between financial performance and employee welfare within hospitality management.
Social factors also play a critical role in shaping the mental health experiences of hospitality employees. The sector is characterised by high levels of emotional labour, customer interaction and performance expectations, which create sustained psychological pressure on workers (Hochschild, 1983; Grandey, 2000). Despite growing awareness of mental health issues, stigma surrounding psychological distress continues to discourage employees from seeking organisational support (Kotera et al, 2018). Changing workforce expectations, particularly among younger employees, have increased demand for supportive working environments and work–life balance, creating additional pressure on organisations to adapt their human resource practices (Saito et al, 2025). These social dynamics demonstrate that employee wellbeing is shaped not only by workplace conditions but also by broader cultural attitudes towards mental health.
Technological developments have transformed hospitality operations, influencing both organisational efficiency and employee wellbeing. The adoption of digital systems, automated service technologies and performance monitoring tools has increased operational efficiency but may also contribute to work intensification and role stress (Ivanov and Webster, 2019). Technology-driven service delivery often requires employees to adapt rapidly to changing systems while maintaining high service standards, which can increase cognitive workload and emotional pressure. However, technological innovation may also support employee wellbeing through flexible scheduling, improved communication and digital training opportunities, demonstrating both positive and negative implications for workforce mental health.
Environmental factors have also influenced employee wellbeing within hospitality, particularly through global crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Health risks, job insecurity and operational disruption significantly increased psychological stress among hospitality workers and exposed vulnerabilities in workforce wellbeing management (Baum et al, 2020). The pandemic highlighted the importance of organisational resilience and crisis management strategies, emphasising the need for supportive workplace environments that prioritise employee health and safety. Although the immediate crisis has subsided, its long-term impact on employee mental health and workforce stability remains evident across the sector.
Legal considerations further shape organisational responsibility for employee wellbeing. Employers have a legal duty of care to provide safe working environments that protect both physical and psychological health (Health and Safety Executive, 2025). Increasing recognition of psychosocial risks within workplace legislation has encouraged organisations to implement mental health policies and risk management strategies. However, compliance often focuses on minimum legal requirements rather than proactive wellbeing management, which may limit the effectiveness of organisational responses to mental health challenges.
The impact analysis also highlights the strengths and weaknesses of current industry responses. Positive developments include increased organisational awareness of mental health issues, the introduction of employee assistance programmes and the growing integration of wellbeing initiatives within human resource management practices (Kotera et al, 2018). These initiatives demonstrate recognition of employee wellbeing as a strategic concern and contribute to reducing stigma surrounding mental health in the workplace. However, existing responses remain largely reactive and individual-focused, addressing symptoms rather than structural causes such as excessive workload, staffing shortages and organisational culture (Saito et al, 2025). Furthermore, disparities in organisational resources result in uneven implementation of wellbeing strategies across the industry.
Overall, the PESTEL analysis demonstrates that the mental health crisis in hospitality is shaped by a complex interaction of regulatory, economic, social and organisational factors. While industry responses show increasing awareness of workforce wellbeing, structural challenges related to operational demands, organisational culture and economic pressures continue to limit the effectiveness of current strategies. This highlights the need for comprehensive and preventative approaches that integrate employee wellbeing into core organisational practices and strategic decision-making within hospitality operations.


Conclusion
This study critically examined the deepening mental health crisis within the hospitality industry and demonstrated that employee psychological distress is shaped by structural workplace conditions, including excessive job demands, emotional labour and organisational pressures. The literature and impact analysis showed that poor workforce wellbeing affects not only individual employees but also organisational performance through reduced service quality, increased turnover and operational inefficiencies. While industry awareness of employee wellbeing has increased, current responses remain largely reactive and insufficient in addressing systemic causes of workplace stress. The findings highlight the need for proactive organisational strategies that integrate employee mental health management into core operational and human resource practices to ensure sustainable performance within hospitality organisations.

Recommendations
Building on the evaluation of the mental health crisis within the hospitality industry, several strategic recommendations can be proposed to support workforce wellbeing and organisational sustainability.
Hospitality organisations should adopt preventative organisational wellbeing strategies that address structural causes of employee stress rather than focusing solely on individual coping interventions. Evidence suggests that high job demands and limited organisational resources are key drivers of burnout and turnover intention among hospitality employees (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007; Salama et al, 2022). Organisations should therefore redesign work processes to manage workload intensity, improve staffing levels and introduce flexible scheduling practices that support work–life balance. Job redesign initiatives that reduce role ambiguity and improve task autonomy may significantly enhance employee engagement and psychological wellbeing (Karatepe, 2013).
Secondly, organisations should strengthen managerial support systems and leadership development programmes. Supportive leadership and organisational support have been shown to reduce emotional exhaustion and improve employee wellbeing within service and hospitality contexts (Karatepe, 2013; Bakker and Demerouti, 2007). Hospitality managers should receive training in mental health awareness, emotional intelligence and supportive communication to identify early signs of psychological distress and provide appropriate organisational support. Creating psychologically safe work environments may also reduce stigma associated with mental health and encourage employees to seek assistance when needed.
Thirdly, organisations should integrate employee wellbeing into strategic human resource management practices. Research demonstrates that high-performance work practices, including employee participation, training opportunities and fair reward systems, contribute positively to employee wellbeing and organisational outcomes (Jiang et al, 2012). Hospitality organisations should implement structured wellbeing policies, employee assistance programmes and continuous professional development initiatives that support both employee health and career progression. These strategies may enhance employee retention and service quality while supporting long-term organisational resilience.
Furthermore, industry stakeholders and policymakers should collaborate to establish sector-wide standards for workforce wellbeing. The hospitality industry is characterised by fragmented employment structures and varying organisational capacity, which creates inconsistency in wellbeing provision (International Labour Organization and World Health Organization, 2022). Industry associations and regulatory bodies should develop clear guidelines and best practice frameworks to support consistent implementation of employee wellbeing initiatives across organisations of different sizes.
Finally, future research should examine long-term organisational outcomes of employee wellbeing interventions and explore cross-cultural differences in hospitality workforce experiences. Existing research remains limited by cross-sectional designs and insufficient focus on organisational accountability (Saito et al, 2025). Longitudinal and comparative studies may provide deeper insights into effective strategies for managing workforce mental health within global hospitality contexts.
Overall, implementing preventative organisational strategies, supportive leadership practices and industry-level collaboration may enable hospitality organisations to address the root causes of employee psychological distress while improving organisational performance and service sustainability.
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