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Abstract
The COVID-19 pandemic exerted a huge toll on hospitality workers due to the disruption of normal hotel industry operations. However, post-pandemic, the economy started recovering, and so did the employees bounce back from their emotional burdens. However, the post-pandemic brought a new wave of mental health burdens on hotel industry workers. A qualitative secondary analysis of scholarly peer-reviewed articles and industry reports was used to investigate the new wave of emotional challenges in the post-pandemic era. The findings indicate that there were organisational, individual, and system-wide factors that contributed to the pandemic. The reports have deep implications for organisations in the hospitality industry in building resilience of their employees to survive uncertain business conditions. In education, it serves to shed more light on the risk factors of mental health distress post-industry-disruptive events.


Introduction
Employee well-being is an important aspect in facilitating organisational performance and competitiveness across several areas, including employee safety, retention, performance, motivation, and sustainability (Wong et al., 2025). Moreover, employee well-being affects their ability to provide quality services, which affects guest satisfaction (Ghazali et al., 2024). Unfortunately, employees face a unique set of problems, such as longer working hours, high levels of stress, and uncertainty in the hospitality sector, which leads to mental health distress. According to the World Health Organization (2025), over one billion people are experiencing mental health challenges and disorders around the world. These mental health disorders include depression, stress, anxiety, and other severe conditions such as dementia and schizophrenia. The hospitality industry employees are not spared from the deepening mental health crisis. In fact, the employees working in the hospitality sector suffer more. On this note, Chen and Wang (2023) conducted industry-specific research to understand the prevalence of mental health disorders across different industries in the UK. The findings indicated that after non-employed people at 33.7%, the people working in food and accommodation, the hospitality sector reported the suffering the most from mental health distress at 23.8% (Chen and Wang, 2023). Since non-employed people don’t fall into the working class, the research demonstrates that working in the hospitality sector can exert the most mental health distress. Kotera et al. (2018) confirm that the hospitality sector is deemed the most stressful industry in the UK. Further, he highlights that over 70% of the UK’s hospitality workforce felt they were overworked and would wish to take time off during service. A 2024 mental health report by the Institute of Hospitality revealed that 76% reported experiencing mental health distress throughout their service. The study also showed an alarming trend as the number of people experiencing mental health distress increased from approximately half (49%) in 2018 and got to over three-quarters 2024 (76%). These trends confirm the worsening mental health crisis in the UK.
Literature Review
Workplace Stressors
Saito et al. (2025) highlight that there are individual, organisational, and group stressors that lead to mental health distress among hospitality staff. To begin, Saito et al. (2025) highlight that a person’s personality, such as their tendency to feel responsible, might result in stress. Mackenzie et al. (2020) confirm that female tour guides reported feeling overwhelmed and fatigued due to their attitudes toward their responsibilities. Secondly, the physical and psychological demands of the job, such as handling angry, irritable, and impatient guests, can lead to employee mental health distress.  Yoo (2023) highlights that the hospitality sector is highly demanding and fast-paced, which leads to mental health deterioration. These may stem from working longer hours, a lot of deliverables, high expectations, conflicting and unclear job responsibilities from role conflicts, and ambiguity. 
Other than individual factors, Saito et al. (2025) highlight that there are several group stressors that might affect employee mental health.  These are related to the manager's management styles, interpersonal interactions with other employees, and communication styles. Baquero et al. (2025) refer to these group stressors as social stressors. These stressors include interprofessional conflicts, lack of support from colleagues and management, and workplace bullying. Grimmond et al. (2024) highlight that colleague interaction, such as aggression, bullying, and hostility, might lead to anxiety, stress, and depression. Moreover, Grimmond et al. (2024) highlight that the lack of managerial and colleague support might lead to workplace stressors. The interaction between employee and their managers, such as authoritarian leadership approaches, might lead to anxiety or stress among the hospitality workforce. Finally, Saito et al. (2025) discuss the stressful and toxic work environment that causes mental distress to the employees. Employees' well-being is assured when the workplace feels familial and welcoming as opposed to stressful and toxic.
Finally, Saito et al. (2025) highlight that there are numerous factors that lead to diminished employee mental well-being. One of these factors includes poor working conditions, which are characterised by exposing employees to dangerous and unsafe working conditions, such as being compelled to lift heavy loads, the kitchen staff exposed to extremely high temperature kitchens with poor ventilation, and a lack of time off days. Wong et al. (2021) confirm that issues such as customer incivility without the organisation supporting an employee can result in stress and depression. In addition, the physical demands of the job can result in diminished mental health.
Finally, employees’ well-being can be affected by issues related to professionalism. Al-Ghazali and Afsar (2025) highlight that following the COVID-19 pandemic, it became clear that job insecurity is a major workplace stressor. In addition, stagnation without promotion or career progressions and being passed over during promotions can also cause stress and depression (Fordjour et al., 2020). These include aspects such as a lack of employee motivation or recognition can lead to mental distress.
Aftermath of the COVID pandemic and Employee Stress
Wong et al. (2021) highlight that during the pandemic, the business environment was unstable and uncertain. The tough financial situation hit the hospitality industry the hardest with the lockdowns and no-contact policies. Many hospitality facilities, such as restaurants and hotels, laid off their staff, closed down, or asked their employees to go home on unpaid leave. These factors led to employee stress, anxiety, and depression. Kang et al. (2021) highlight that the pandemic was marked by fear of infection and personal safety of the employees. In addition, Chen et al. (2022) assert that during the pandemic period, the risk of being laid off or fired led to mental distress among employees. The employees' perceived job insecurity led to a lot of workers reporting stress and high turnover in the hospitality industry.
In the aftermath of the pandemic, employees in the hospitality industry still report being stressed and depressed. Bhuiyan et al. (2024) highlight that in the post-COVID-19 pandemic, employees in the hospitality sector report experiencing mental health distress. Bhuiyan et al. (2024) highlight that some employees experience long-term effects of stress and depression from the pandemic. Some of the fears and concerns experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic include job loss, financial hardships, and the risk of infection still persist to date, creating employee stressors. In addition, Wang et al. (2023) highlight that following the pandemic, many organisations adopted hybrid and flexible work approaches that seem to have significant problems with work-life balance. Working at home or remotely results in role boundary conflicts. These were caused by the inability to balance work-life balance, as there would be work spillover to the family, or the incomparability of the work environment and the home. In addition, Chan et al. (2022) highlight that some of the stress experienced by employees comes from technical work-related demands. In the post-pandemic era, many organisations responded by adopting technological innovations. However, employees are experiencing the spilling effects of technology complexity, overload, and invasion. One of the technologies adopted in the post-COVID-19 workplace was increased automation and AI adoption (Kumawat et al., 2025). Employees were stressed because of the potential threat of job loss from AI systems and automation.
Methodology
Research Design
In this project, the secondary qualitative design method was used because it is a great approach where the primary method might be deficient (Cheong et al., 2023). This research has a limited time frame, which cannot permit primary research methods. Busetto et al. (2023) highlight that the qualitative approach entails investigating a phenomenon by collecting its contexts, perspectives, and qualities, which means collecting the words. The qualitative approach is effective because it allows the collection of nuanced information on the observed patterns and the different contexts. Since the goal is to investigate the deepening mental health crisis, the secondary qualitative method was effective in collecting detailed information.
Data Collection
The data was collected from scholarly peer-reviewed articles from the different library databases, through company and industry reports, newspapers, and other online sources. Only current articles, published between 2020 and 2025, were included in the report. The sources that were included are those that talk about employee mental health challenges in the post-COVID-19 pandemic era. Further, industry reports that reflect organisations' challenges and responses to post-COVID-19 mental distress. Articles that were excluded are opinion-based articles, such as personal blogs.
Data Analysis
The data was analysed using a version of the thematic data analysis technique. The obtained data were coded, and then the emerging themes were classified into various major themes.
Post-COVID-19 Era and Employee Mental Health Analysis
Organisational Level
Chung and Phuc's (2024) findings show that one of the core issues that has led to employee stress in the post-COVID-19 period is staff shortages. During the pandemic, there was high employee turnover in the hospitality sector, leading to staff shortages. There are human resources shortages in the hospitality sector, and the remaining employees are overworked, leading to staff burnout. Ruokonen (2023) also affirms that in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic, they experienced an increased workload since many employees were laid off of who received unpaid leave moved to other industries.
Other than staff shortages, the post-COVID-19 pandemic came with technological challenges that led to diminished employee mental well-being. Chan et al.'s (2022) findings indicate that in the post-COVID-19 pandemic, many organisations adopted technologies and AI systems to improve employee productivity. However, the adoption of these technologies led to “techno-stress.” The overreliance on technology and subsequently remote and hybrid work conditions led to diminished work-life balance and burnout. Employees were unable to establish health boundaries while working at home. Moreover, older employees in the hospitality industry reported being stressed about the adoption of technologies. Moreover, techno-invasion occurred as employees felt that they were no longer comfortable in their homes with extensive organisational surveillance and monitoring technologies.
In addition, Singh and Tarkar's (2022) findings indicate that in the post-COVID-19 era, many organisations in the hospitality sector are increasingly adopting AI, automation, and robotics in their facilities. However, the adoption of AI systems has resulted in employees' fear of losing their jobs to autonomous systems. These have resulted in a decline in the mental well-being of hospitality employees. Lee and Erdem (2024) found similar findings that AI adoption in the post-pandemic period has led to increased job insecurity among the hotel industry staff, resulting in increased turnover.
Individual Factors
The aftermath of the pandemic created an elevated fear for the employee’s well-being and safety. Karatepe et al. (2020) findings show that in the post-pandemic era, front-line hospitality workers had a lingering health safety fear and uncertainty when handling guests. The post-pandemic era has immensely shaped the hospitality staff’s health triggers, leading to mental health distress. In addition, Elshaer (2023) affirms that after the COVID-19 pandemic, many employees in the hotel industry suffered from financial stress, which led to increased stress and depression. In the aftermath of the pandemic, leisure travel and tourism decreased, leading to reduced working hours for the employees, leading to financial insecurity. In addition, Chan et al. (2023) highlight that the post-pandemic era in the hospitality sector created emotional and psychological demands. In the wake of the pandemic, the hotel industry staff suffered from the loss of friends, families, and colleagues. Moreover, the perceived fear of other outbreaks exacerbates the psychological and emotional distress the employees had faced during the pandemic. Cronin (2025) highlights that in the aftermath of the pandemic, hospitality workers experienced emotional distress from burnout, excess fatigue, heavy workloads, and challenging working conditions.
Hospitality-level factors
Maingi and Wachira's (2022) findings show that in the aftermath of the pandemic, the recovery of the hospitality and tourism sector has led to tough economic conditions. The poor recovery of organisations in the hospitality industry has led to a shortage in its contribution to the economy, which has trickled down to tough economic times for the employees, leading to employee stress. In addition, Sujood et al. (2023) highlight that in the post-pandemic era, there have been significant technological advancements in the hospitality sector. For example, many organisations have adopted AI systems, online booking systems, service robots, and other cloud-based software in organisations. However, there is inadequate preparedness of the hospitality staff to fully accept and integrate these systems. These have created a trend of job insecurity among the majority of the hospitality staff and other technology-related stress, such as a lack of tech-savvy skills and work-life balance.
Conclusion
My investigation into the factors affecting the mental health of employees in the hospitality industry in the post-pandemic period revealed organisational, individual, and hospitality-level factors. At the organisational level, some of the factors that cause employees stress were staff shortages due to the high employee turnover during the pandemic. Other than staff shortages, technological challenges, navigating the technology, and effectively balancing work-life and AI adoption led to increased employee stress. At the individual level, the fear of their well-being and safety, the financial insecurity, job insecurity, and psychological and emotional demands contributed to the decline of employee mental health. Finally, there were industry-level factors that affected the mental health of most employees. These factors include the poor economic recovery of the industry, which trickled down to the financial situation of employees, and technological issues, which contributed to the employees’ stress.
Recommendations
Strong Social Support
The organisational factors affecting employee well-being can be resolved using strong social support systems. Elshaer (2023) highlights that when employees receive support during uncertain and stressful times, they feel accepted and relieved from emotional burdens. The organisations should encourage their employees to confide in their management, fellow employees, and their families as a means of coping with the post-pandemic uncertainty. Moreover, organisations should encourage support-seeking behaviours in employees so that they may help resolve some of their work-related and personal problems. Tan et al. (2023) highlight that social support as a coping mechanism for struggling employees is supported by the social exchange theory. Tan et al. (2023) explain that the social exchange theory creates a reciprocating effect where, when the organisation or management shows support, kindness, and assistance, the employees feel valued, seen, and understood. Further, it leads to employee empowerment and motivation during the tumultuous and uncertain periods.
Employee Wellness Programs
Varga et al. (2021) recommend the use of employee wellness programs in organisations in the hospitality industry to mitigate mental health challenges.  Employee wellness programs have a wide range from counselling services, group meditations, physical exercise, stress-relieving exercises, and social welfare programs. For example, in the post-pandemic era, Hilton has a wide range of wellness programs for its team members. In 2022, Hilton started the Care for All Hub, which allows its employees to receive counseling services and different resources to help them relieve stress. Yu et al. (2024) confirm that setting up wellness programs in the hospitalist industry helps improve employee engagement. The wellness programs provide tools, resources, and support that are necessary for employees to remain resilient during a mental health crisis. Abusini and Abdullah (2025) propose Bandura’s Social Learning Theory as a theoretical concept to understand the effectiveness of wellness programs in mitigating employee stress. The wellness programs are group and peer-to-peer initiatives that allow the employee to observe an interactive influence that leads to the desired changes. As employees intricate with others in these wellness programs, they gain competency in coping skills.
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