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This study critically looks into the escalating mental health crisis in the international hospitality sector, which is structural, cultural, and managerial, and contributing to the psychological distress of employees. The study will apply the PESTEL framework to consider the macro-environmental factors affecting wellbeing using qualitative secondary research and thematic analysis of literature published in the last five years (2019-25). Results indicate that high emotional labour, lack of effective leadership, financial insecurity, and weak enforcement of regulations are the factors that lead to burnout and high turnover. Although global hotel chains have introduced wellbeing programs, these programs are not implemented consistently. The paper finds that sustainable development is pegged on emphasising and incorporating mental health in the organisational strategy, governance and culture. It suggests that to guarantee long-term psychological security, it should have managerial training, flexible working models, and more robust policy frameworks, which go in line with Sustainable Development Goal 3: Good Health and Well-Being.
Keywords: Hospitality industry, Mental health, Emotional labour, Wellbeing management, Organisational culture.



[bookmark: _Toc212124054]Introduction
Hotels, restaurants, and tourism industries are key to the service sector and provide jobs worldwide (Ford and Sturman, 2019). It is a work culture with high emotional labor, inconsistent hours, and unattainable performance standards despite the pretense of friendliness and customer happiness. The long-term mental health crisis caused by these circumstances is causing worry, stress, and burnout, which affects staff stability and morale. Systemic issues including understaffing, managerial shortages, and mental illness stigma are the problem, not personal coping tactics. Although workplace health has become more popular, the hotel industry has been slow to adapt (Ford and Sturman, 2019). The constant pressure to perform emotionally and satisfy customers still affects employee well-being and organisational efficiency. In this paper, the systemic causes and business effects of the hospitality mental health crisis are critically examined to support a shift toward reactive wellbeing programs rather than proactive and culture-driven reforms that instill mental safety as a strategic requirement for long-term success.
[bookmark: _Toc212124055]Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc212124056]Mental Health in Hospitality Overview
Ford and Sturman (2019) note that mental health has become a trending issue in the world hospitality industry and can be defined by long working hours, demanding guests, and high levels of emotional stress. Unpredictability creates additional fatigue as do the constant pressure and anticipation to be cheery despite stress. Soon after the COVID-19 pandemic, employees were forced to stay longer hours and take up additional positions, thus increasing fatigue because of staff shortages. The pandemic also had a severe psychological toll on the employees on the front line in the hotel sector, who faced additional stress, anxiety, and depression because of the increased job load and pressure on the customer (Elshaer, 2023). The figure 1 below shows a significant increase in both platforms, with a consistent growth in publication, whereas MDPI has a steep increase after 2015, which is an indication of the post-pandemic growth in the output of open access research.
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Figure 1 Employment in the 21st Century: Pre- and Post-COVID-19 Changes 
Source: Malousis et al. (2023)
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PESTLE framework identifies external trends that impact the wellbeing in hospitality industry. On the political, unstable labour protections imply that the wellbeing is frequently dependent on the goodwill of the employer (Regier, 2024). Unpredictable demand economically brings about job insecurity and stress. On the social front, the increasing awareness of the mental health issues puts pressure on organisations to take action, but the action is still slow. Wellbeing apps can be helpful technologically, although in most cases they do not reach low-paid workers. The concept of sustainability is on the agenda of corporate cultures in the environmental aspect, whereas psychological sustainability is not given as much attention. The health and safety policies are biased towards physical wellbeing and not emotional, which is legally present (Halliday et al., 2024). All these forces influence the manner in which organisations value and focus on employee mental health.
[image: The six components that make up a PESTLE analysis.]
Figure 2 PESTLE analysis
Source: Tyler Eddy et al. (2019)
[bookmark: _Toc212124059]Emotional Labour Theory
Emotional Labour Theory justifies why hospitality workers need to be able to manage their emotions to build positive guest experiences (Amissah et al., 2022). An example is that, when a front-desk employee is dealing with a customer who is angry, the employee needs to remain happy, without expressing anger or unhappiness. As Amissah et al. (2022) noted, the repeated use of emotional control might end up being exhausting and lose touch with real emotions.
[image: Triangle model of emotional labour.]
Figure 3 Triangle Model of Emotional Labour Theory  
Source: Hofstee et al. (2020)
[bookmark: _Toc212124060]Key Drivers of the Crisis
[bookmark: _Toc212124061]Stigma and Organisational Culture
Hospitality culture tends to value persistence more than compassion (Ford and Sturman, 2019). Employees are compelled to go through fatigue and not to talk about stress. As a case in point, long working hours and social stigma do not allow employees in the Japanese restaurant industry to get assistance. Awareness campaigns cannot work without cultural change therefore openness is crucial. Reeves et al. (2024) have stressed that this should be facilitated by using the leadership as an example and observable forms of support as part of efforts to make mental-health talks normal.
[bookmark: _Toc212124062]Workload and Staffing
Understaffing has become a long-term problem. With tourism recovering after the pandemic, the recovery rate in the workforce was lower than the demand (Cooper and Hall, 2019). Too much work lowers the job satisfaction and increases burnout (Prasetya et al., 2021). These states of affairs disclose the direct impact of the operational efficiency and cost-saving priorities negatively on the wellbeing normalising exhaustion among the staff in the industry.
[bookmark: _Toc212124063]Leadership Gaps
According to Reeves et al. (2024), leadership has a significant impact on the wellbeing of employees. Most managers are elevated to the operational positions without training on the mental health awareness or emotional intelligence. As a result, distress is mistaken to be poor performance which destroys trust. The programmes of the leadership training provided by Accor show how leadership can enhance morale through the use of emotional intelligence (Batabyal and Das, 2019). 
[bookmark: _Toc212124064]Impacts on Organisations
Mental illness results in a high absenteeism, demotivation, and service delivery. The UK hospitality industry does not only lose its productivity worth about 1 billion every year (Sharma et al., 2024). The hotels that have invested in wellbeing programmes like the TakeCare program of Marriott have reported better guest experiences and reduced employee turnover. These cases both ascertain that mental health is not a moral, but a strategic asset.
[bookmark: _Toc212124065]New Industry Reactions.
Sharma et al. (2024) established that employee mental well-being is becoming an essential element of the business strategy of global hotel brands. Hilton has a counselling and mindfulness programme called Thrive at Hilton. Accor has the Heartist Wellbeing aimed at empathy and emotional awareness. Many employees are not supported because smaller hotels do not have budgets and trained HR teams (Batabyal and Das, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc212124066]Research Gap
Majority of literature concentrates on isolated coping strategies, including resilience or mindfulness, instead of systemic ones (Ahmed et al., 2022). Very few studies have been done on the role of leadership, job design and organisational culture in eliminating stress in its early stages. A gap between awareness and action exists due to the inability to establish integrated policies to connect the well-being with business sustainability. To do this, it will involve a structural response to place mental health at the center of business strategy.
[bookmark: _Toc212124067]Method
The research method adopted in this study is qualitative secondary research to examine the mental health crisis in the hospitality sector through a synthesis of the existing scholarly and industry literature. The study considers the year 2019 to 2025 to be relevant and topical in terms of publication to the post-pandemic setting and the latest trends in the industry. The thematic content analysis was used to determine the recurring problems and trends regarding the well-being of the employees, the organisational culture and practice. It used PESTEL framework to analyse the macro-environmental forces of political, economic, social, technological, environmental, and legal forces, which influence mental health management in the hospitality industry. This integrated method of analysis allows the critical interpretation of the interaction of structural and environmental pressures to have an impact on mental health, which identifies not only gaps in the existing research but also the ways in which the hospitality industry of the world may undergo reform.
[bookmark: _Toc212124068]Theme Impact Analysis
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[bookmark: _Toc212124070]Political Factors
The labour policies of the government play a crucial role in employee welfare in the hospitality industry (Sharma et al., 2024). Strict working hour schedules and rest periods in some areas like European Union and Australia ensure a healthy working situation. But in most of the developing economies, there is laxity in the enforcement and the employees are prone to exploitation. Hotel workers also have to work very long hours and lack of sufficient rest, particularly precarious labour markets (Giousmpasoglou, 2024). This uncontrolled tolerates overwork and exhaustion. As indicated in figure 4 below, the global hospitality market is expected to increase by an average of 6.10 percent per annum, with the market size projected to grow steadily in 2024, to stand at $5, 244.22 billion, and in 2029, to reach 7,011.13 billion.
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Figure 4 Global Hospitality Market Report 2025 
Source: The Business Research Company (2025) 
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Economic instability is also a major cause of stress at the workplace within the hospitality sector (Sharma et al., 2024). Financial insecurity is due to low wages, seasonal jobs, and tips. Since the pandemic, workers have become more anxious due to inflation and increased cost of living. The employees work more than one job or additional shifts to cover their bills and this lessens their time to rest and recover. Indicatively, hotel housekeeping employees in large cities will tend to work overtime to cover living expenses, which causes exhaustion and stress  (Cooper and Hall, 2019). 

[bookmark: _Toc212124072]Social Factors
The shift in social attitudes, especially among the new generations, is transforming the expectations on mental health in the workplace. As an illustration, the Heartist Wellbeing programme taught by Accor educates employees in identifying emotional requirements and developing empathy (Accor Group, 2025). But stigmatisation of mental illness is still present in most countries and it discourages open discussion.
[bookmark: _Toc212124073]Technological Factors
There are opportunities and threats related to technology in the context of managing workplace wellbeing (Patel et al., 2022). Research has shown that a significant number of employees are choosing physical mental health assistance over online-based programs in organisational programs (Attridge and Dickens, 2022). The Hilton Thrive Hilton programme proves the advantages of online mindfulness and counselling options with the help of online technologies, yet employees in regions with low income have limited access to the internet. There is therefore a need to have technology as a supplement rather than as a replacement of personal engagement. As indicated in the figure 5 below, patients are most likely to share self-generated health and lifestyle information with health professionals and family, whereas colleagues and social media are the least used.

[image: Bar chart showing the sharing of self-generated health and lifestyle data by recipient groups for participants who reported sharing with others (n = 202).]
Figure 5 Bar chart showing the sharing of self-generated health and lifestyle data 
Source: Brown et  al. (2022)
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Sustainability and well-being relationship are acquiring attention in the form of the People Pro Planet Profit model. Several hospitality companies have incorporated the employee health in their sustainability plans (Costa and Costa, 2022). Nevertheless, psychological sustainability is still under-addressed in comparison to environmental problems, including waste decrement and carbon footprints. Sustainability models should be broadened to address mental health to improve resiliency and reduce burnout and create a healthier hospitality workforce (Sharma et al., 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc212124075]Legal Factors
Laws explain the role of the employer in dealing with the psychosocial risks (Ahmed et al., 2022). The laws like the UK Health and Safety at Work Act 1974 put an obligation on employers to provide safe working environment which includes those that support mental health. Nonetheless, the standard of compliance is unequal within the industry. The duty of care requirements should be enforced more severely on the global level so that, instead of being an optional initiative, psychological safety should become an obligatory part of workplace standards (Ahmed et al., 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc212124076]Case Study Insights
The Hilton Thrive at Hilton programme is a holistic program that supports the physical, mental, and emotional health of employees by providing counseling and resilience (Hilton, 2025). Through empirical literature, the initiative has been shown to have boosted staff satisfaction by 15 per cent, which shows definite gains in organisational engagement. However, there is a limitation of the programme that relies on digital technologies, which will have reduced accessibility among employees with lower income who do not always have access to the internet.
[bookmark: _Toc212124077]Heartist Wellbeing Accor Hotels
The wellness programs that Accor places in the context of their ethos, Heartist, encompass the well-being of employees into the corporate culture and foster a healthy, compassionate workplace among the employees (Accor, 2025). The main strength of the programme is the human-related approach that helps to create the feeling of belonging and open up the conversation. The evaluation of long-term psychological changes is, however, not possible due to the lack of strong measurement tools.
[bookmark: _Toc212124078]Marriott international- TakeCare
The TakeCare programme is what helps Marriot to support the physical, emotional, and financial well-being of the employees (Marriot International,  2024). The program is recognised to have the ability to decrease turnover as well as improve engagement, highlighting the connection between holistic well-being plans and employee wellbeing, and business performance. However, it is resource-intensive and, therefore, not replicable in smaller hotel settings. Nonetheless, Marriott proves that the investment into the welfare of the employees can help to increase brand reputation and profitability.
[bookmark: _Toc212124079]Proficiencies of Level of Impact: Strengths and Limitations
The existing mental health paradigm in the hospitality industry focuses primarily on a reactive approach and most organisations implement superficial interventions, including wellness programs or apps, instead of following more structural determinants (Costa seen in Costa, 2022). The distress is constantly compounded by persistent challenges such as low remuneration, poor leadership and overworking. However, lacking structural changes, namely, equitable pay, accommodating management, and achievable obligations, all these measures will be symbolic instead of practical (Batabya and  Das, 2019). The empirical evidence demonstrated that those employees who have flexible job choices will have a better work-life balance and less stress, and those who do not have such choices will face more challenges because of the managerial discipline.

[image: With flexible job options and without flexible job options]
Figure 6 With flexible job options and without flexible job options 
Source: Govender et al. (2018) 
[bookmark: _Toc212124080]Conclusion
It is concluded that the mental health crisis in the hospitality industry is caused by its structural factors, work overloads, and emotionally stressful cultures, and not the frailty of the individuals. Even though the big hotel chains are developing wellbeing programs, they are still uneven and have a narrow scope of impact. Healthy mental workforce does not only reduce turnover but also enhances service quality and profitability thus employee wellbeing is a strategic base of sustainable development and long-term competitiveness of the global hospitality industry.
[bookmark: _Toc212124081]Recommendations  
It is imperative that to overcome the mental health crisis in the hospitality sector, short-, medium-, and long-term measures are to be taken with the assistance of cultural and structural transformation.

[bookmark: _Toc212124082]Short‑Term Actions  
Short-term activities would be directed at the immediate workplace reform and awareness. Supervisors will be trained on required mental health literacy and first-aid trainings to detect signs of distress at early stages and offer the necessary assistance. Workplace privacy and reduction of workplace stigma on mental health can be achieved through confidential counselling by employee assistance programmes (Attridge  and Dickens, 2022) These steps are a preparation of a psychologically safe environment.
[bookmark: _Toc212124083]Medium‑Term Actions  
Wellbeing has to be incorporated in organisational performance systems through medium-term strategies. The HR key performance metrics that include employee satisfaction and retention indicators promote managerial accountability (Amissah et al., 2022). Collaboration with mental health agencies, including Mind or Hospitality Action, will enhance the availability of professional advice and viable resources (Tribe, 2009).
[bookmark: _Toc212124084]Long‑Term Actions  
Reforms of the system that can be implemented in the long run involve the transition of hospitality culture to one that cannot be endured but empathetic and inclusive (Tribe, 2009). The inclusion of mental health performance metrics in the Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) reporting would also contribute to aligning the interests of employees with the corporate responsibility.
[bookmark: _Toc212124085]Expected Outcomes  
The expected results are the engagement of employees and retention, reduction of absenteeism, and customer satisfaction. Taken together, these reforms will enhance the role of hospitality industry in Sustainable Development Goal 3: Good Health and Well-being, as it will establish mental health as a pillar of sustainable and ethical business operation.
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