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Revealing the Mental Health Epidemic in the Hospitality Industry
Introduction
It is evident that the hospitality sector is massively engaged with the service economy, which is characterised by high guest expectations, long operating hours, and significant emotional stress that comes with serving people of different personalities and cultures. As a result, the mental health of the employees involved in this industry has become a very critical issue to consider. Within the hotel and hospitality industry, workers regularly manage guest interactions under pressure and adapt to ever-changing and unpredictable demands. All of these aspects place them at a high risk of stress, burnout, anxiety, and depression. For example, a study of hotel workers in the United States found that half of them were at high risk of burnout due to imbalanced efforts and rewards (Rosemberg et al., 2024).
Similarly, a recent survey of hospitality front-line managers in the U.S. revealed that nearly half of them reported personal burnout and over two-thirds noted their teams were likewise affected (Crist, 2024). The relevance of this theme for the hotel and hospitality sector is clear in that the staff's well-being directly influences service quality, guest satisfaction, staff retention, and operational costs. As the sector continues to recover from disruptions by the COVID-19 pandemic and grapples with labour shortages and cost pressures, addressing mental health challenges is very important for sustainable performance (Elshaer and Azazz, 2023).
Literature Review
This literature review examines organizational and cultural factors leading to poor mental health in hospitality, focusing on emotional labour, effort-reward imbalance, irregular hours, job insecurity, and the effectiveness of employer interventions such as Employee Assistance Programs and managerial training.
To begin with, recent studies show hospitality workers experience high rates of stress, burnout, anxiety, and depression, which is a result of the nature of work in the hospitality industry. Research using the effort-reward imbalance model reveals that when employees feel their hard work isn't fairly rewarded, their mental health suffers dramatically (Rosemberg et al., 2024). In addition to this, the requirement to fake positive emotions while serving customers, called emotional labour, consistently emerges as a major stressor, with studies linking this "surface acting" to severe emotional exhaustion (Xu et al., 2020).
Focusing on work design problems, empirical evidence links irregular shift patterns, extended hours, and understaffing to psychological distress and employees wanting to quit. The inability to balance work and personal life repeatedly emerges as a direct cause of burnout and "quiet quitting" behaviours, where employees mentally disengage while physically present (Üngüren et al., 2024).
Besides that, the recent COVID-19 pandemic intensified mental health challenges through mass layoffs, increased customer hostility, constant health fears, and ongoing uncertainty. Systematic reviews confirm sharp increases in depression, anxiety, and insomnia among hospitality workers during this period. Employees who stayed were given much more work as companies ran with fewer staff. This led to severe burnout and caused many people to leave the industry (Rosemberg et al., 2021).
On the other hand, there have been various support programs aimed at improving the mental health of employees, however, various studies highlight that they are insufficient because the existing workplace culture stigmatizes seeking help. On top of that, managers lack training to recognize psychological struggles. These studies have also highlighted that support programs only work when managers actively endorse them, guarantee confidentiality, and promote their use. Many hospitality workers remain unaware of available Employee Assistance Programs, and utilization rates often stay in single digits (Abdul Aziz and Ong, 2025).
So, what is it that works? Recent studies based on employer responses show that access to Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs), regular mental health screening, and workplace counselling reduce depression, anxiety, and turnover, but only when employees actually use them (Attridge and Pawlowski, 2024). Moreover, strategic approaches that combine manager training in supportive leadership, redesigned shift schedules, workload control, and strengthened social support show the most promise in pilot studies, outperforming single-program strategies (Saito et al., 2025).
Additionally, there are various theories that guide the design of interventions by identifying leverage points for improvement. For instance, the Job Demands-Resources model suggests that burnout occurs when employees face intense pressures without adequate support. Similarly, the effort-reward imbalance model points to the mental toll of feeling undervalued or unfairly compensated. Finally, the concept of emotional labour shows how the constant need to suppress one's own feelings to manage customer emotions is a primary driver of exhaustion.
It can be seen that there is a lot of literature on this matter, and it is ever-growing, but there are still significant gaps that remain. Most evidence comes from one-time surveys rather than following workers over time, and this limits conclusions about whether organizational factors directly cause mental health problems or simply correlate with them. It is also very rare to witness thorough and randomized controlled trials in hospitality settings. Other than that, research on intervention effectiveness varies widely in quality, with many studies relying on self-reported outcomes from single locations, and subsequently, there is limited comparative research across regions and hospitality sub-sectors, which makes it unclear whether findings apply broadly or are just have a specific focus. Finally, barriers preventing employees from using mental health services remain underexplored, particularly in contexts with high stigma or precarious employment.
In summary, this review finds that the mental health of hospitality workers is significantly challenged by the very structure of their work, from the emotional toll of serving customers and unfair pay to chaotic schedules and job insecurity. While support programs like counselling and manager training can make a real difference, they often fail in practice because of a workplace culture that discourages people from seeking help. Although research gives us a good understanding of these problems, we still lack strong, long-term evidence on what truly works to fix them, as studies are often too limited or short-term. Ultimately, helping employees requires more than just offering programs; it demands a fundamental shift in workplace culture to actively support their well-being.
Methodology
This research adopts a qualitative methodology and utilizes the PEAS (Problem, Evidence, Analysis, Solution) framework to investigate the impact of mental health crises within the hotel sector.
The qualitative case study approach uses secondary data to explore the impact of the deepening mental health crisis within the hotel and hospitality industry. The primary data collection procedure involved a review of academic literature and industrial studies which include recent peer-reviewed journal articles, government reports, and industry publications.
Consequently,  guided by the PEAS framework, the collected literature was carefully reviewed straightforwardly. First, the core Problem was clearly defined by identifying the main causes of poor mental health in hospitality workers, such as the emotional effort they put into their work and the imbalance between the effort they give and the rewards they get. Subsequently, evidence was gathered and analysed using the SWOT analysis technique, which highlights the strengths and weaknesses that are reflected in internal organizational practices related to mental health, and opportunities and threats which highlight external influences such as economic pressures, changing employee expectations, and post-COVID recovery trends.
This combined approach provides a thorough understanding of the industry's mental health challenges and the necessary changes that should be undertaken. Additionally, using existing, credible research offers a reliable and ethical way to analyse these complex workplace issues.
Impact Analysis of Mental Health in Hospitality
The hospitality industry faces a deepening mental health crisis due to organisational and cultural factors that undermine employee psychological well-being. The problem manifests through high rates of burnout, anxiety, depression, and emotional exhaustion among hospitality workers. All these are a result of various reasons, which include emotional labour demands that require workers to manage and often fake emotions to meet service standards, effort-reward imbalance, which is characterised by high workload with inadequate compensation or recognition, irregular and extended working hours, understaffing, job insecurity, and workplace cultures that stigmatize seeking mental help. On top of all these challenges, the COVID-19 pandemic amplified these issues through mass layoffs, increased customer hostility, health fears, and crushing workloads for remaining staff. The consequences of all these challenges extend beyond individual well-being, as they also impact service quality, staff retention, guest satisfaction, and operational performance. 
Studies based on experiments confirm the magnitude of the problem. One UK industry survey reported that approximately 80% of hospitality professionals have experienced at least one mental-health issue during their career (Nano, 2025). Besides that, a 2024/25 study found that hospitality staff in the UK reported widespread work-life imbalance, unpredictable schedules, and burnout (Nicholls, 2025). Additionally, research in hotel settings has demonstrated that burnout predicts intention to quit and psychological distress among hotel employees, regardless of their financial well-being (Baquero, 2023). In comparison to other sectors, a broader industry review showed that hospitality leads many sectors in burnout prevalence, with the survey data claiming that 80.3% of sector employees felt burnout, and this is a result of heavy workloads and low rewards (EHL Insights, 2023).
It is evident that mental health is a major issue in the hospitality sector, but what are the strengths and weaknesses in the sector, and the opportunities and threats in relation to the mental health crisis?
The major strength that is observed is the rising awareness of mental health issues in hospitality. Little by little, firms are increasingly recognising that employee wellbeing affects service quality and retention, and this offers a foundation for change. Some large hotel chains have begun implementing wellness programmes, flexible policies, and manager training in well-being, which can serve as pilots for broader structural change. For example, Marriott’s "Take Care" program has demonstrated effectiveness in improving well-being and retention by combining counselling, training, and peer support (Marriott International, 2019). This initiative is rooted in Marriott’s basic philosophy of taking care of its associates (Zhang et al., 2014).
Despite rising awareness, many structural working conditions remain unchanged, such as long hours, irregular shifts, and heavy emotional labour. Such weaknesses undermine wellbeing efforts. The nature of hospitality service means workers will always have to manage their feelings for customers, so the emotional strain that comes with this is a permanent challenge for the industry. Through a quantitative approach, studies have shown that faking emotions (surface acting) leaves workers feeling drained and burned out while genuine acting actually protects them from exhaustion (Amissah et al., 2021). Additionally, organizational cultures persistently stigmatize help-seeking, with employees fearing career repercussions for disclosing mental health struggles. Previous research found that 64% of its respondents worry that opening up about mental health could damage their career prospects (Agilysys, 2025). Furthermore, managers in the hospitality industry lack psychological literacy to recognize distress, or if they do, they do not know how to respond supportively (Kalargyrou, 2022). Moreover, the organizational model of the hospitality industry imposes environments that are characterized by irregular scheduling, understaffing, and high pressure (Felix, 2025).
Despite a handful of weaknesses, there are some gaps that can be explored to improve mental wellness in the hospitality industry. First and foremost, evidence-based mental health training courses specifically designed for hospitality managers to equip supervisors with skills to recognize distress, provide initial support, and reduce stigma can be utilized. Examples include online certifications like "Mental Health Awareness and Support in the Hotel Industry Workplace" and the "Mental Health and Wellbeing in Hospitality" course, which deliver practical tools for creating supportive environments and promoting mental wellness (Occupational Safety Institute, 2025). Other than that, Digital Wellness Platforms and Telehealth Services can be utilized to improve accessibility, given the irregular working hours of hospitality employees. They can also provide a sense of confidentiality since no one-on-one interactions are required, which will help to curb the stigmatization around seeking mental help (Cameron, 2025). 
There is, however, a looming threat hindering the improvement of mental wellness in the hospitality industry. The hospitality industry is highly vulnerable to economic pressures like inflation and labour shortages (Roelen-Brasberg, 2025). In response, companies often cut well-being programs first to save money. This decision backfires, as high turnover from these cuts increases the workload and stress on remaining staff, creating a vicious cycle of burnout. If mental health continues to be addressed with superficial solutions like one-off workshops instead of fixing core issues like workload, it will only deepen employee distrust, ultimately leading to poorer service and reputational damage for the business.
Conclusion
Using the SWOT lens, it becomes clear that while the industry has begun to shift its mindset, the depth of the problems, like unfair workloads, emotional strain, and unpredictable schedules, shows that many efforts risk being superficial. The most effective responses are those that pair individual‐level support, such as counselling and training, with organisational‐level changes like job design, scheduling, and leadership culture. The research is clear; unless companies tackle these core issues, mental health initiatives will continue to have little impact. This explains the puzzling reality where, despite massive spending on workplace wellness programs, employee stress levels continue to break records (Clegg, 2024).
Recommendations
To address the mental health crisis in the hospitality and hotel industry, the following recommendations are proposed:
· To truly support their staff, companies need to stop treating mental health as an optional perk and start building it into the heart of their business strategy. This means measuring success not just by profits, but also by key indicators of employee health, like staff retention, absenteeism, and even guest satisfaction, which is directly linked to happy employees. This change is urgently needed, as a study by Hospitality Action found that 76% of hospitality workers have faced mental health issues, highlighting a clear need for a complete overhaul of how the industry supports well-being (Institute of Hospitality, 2024).
· To close a critical support gap for employees, companies must invest in their managers. According to an article from Forbes, managers often lack the training to support their team's mental well-being. In better terms, there is a huge gap in leadership knowledge on how to best support the well-being of hospitality employees (Mind Share Partners, 2024).  The solution is to equip them with practical skills in emotional intelligence, creating a safe environment for open conversation, and spotting the early signs of stress. These practical skills are referred to as human skills, which encompass empathy, communication, and a profound understanding of the mental and emotional needs of the workforce (HSMAI, 2023).  By strengthening these leadership capabilities, organizations can ensure frontline supervisors become a genuine source of support, rather than a missing link.
· To protect employees from burnout, the whole organisational structure of work must be redesigned. Studies consistently show that the biggest sources of stress are unpredictable schedules, long hours, and the emotional toll of customer service. The solution is to build more humanity into the job by creating predictable shifts, giving staff more control over their work, ensuring they can take proper breaks, and hiring enough people so teams aren't constantly stretched thin (Ciavaldini, 2024).
· To make support effective, companies need to invest in mental health services that are easy for employees to actually use, like confidential counselling and digital tools. It's also crucial to track how these services are performing, who is using them, if they are working, and what stops people from seeking help. Evidence from the industry shows that when companies get this right, they don't just help their staff, they also see tangible benefits like higher retention and better productivity (Marsh McLennan Agency, 2025).
By putting these recommendations into practice together, the hospitality industry can build a genuine, company-wide culture of mental well-being, moving beyond one-off wellness programs. This creates a powerful win-win: employees are healthier and happier, while the business benefits from better service, a stronger reputation, and a more resilient workforce. To continue building on this progress, future research should track the long-term success of these changes across different types of hotels and restaurants.
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