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Abstract
This dissertation examines the phenomenon of emotional labour and its impact on staff working on the front line in a budget hotel, with Ibis Portsmouth serving as the primary focus. The study builds on Hochschild’s (1983) theory of emotional labour. It examines how workers manage challenging guest interactions while dealing with limited resources, pressure to meet service standards, and a lack of strong internal support. The goal is to understand how these workers manage stress, regulate emotions in real-time, and identify measures that could enhance their well-being and overall service quality.
Three questions shape the research. First, what are the leading causes of emotional stress in a budget hotel setting? Second, how do staff cope with it? Third, what systems or organisational factors influence their ability to manage emotions and conflict on the job?
A qualitative case study approach was used. This allowed a close look at events as they happened. Data came from three sources: the researcher’s weekly notes during their placement, informal conversations with front desk and assistant managers, and hotel records, including handover and incident logs. One particular case, known as the Room 110 incident, was studied more closely. Themes were identified from the data to help reveal patterns across various situations, responses, and systemic gaps.
Three key findings emerged from the research. First, employees often had to handle intense situations triggered by common events, such as late departures, intoxicated guests, or unclear communication. These situations called for emotional control, which usually took the form of surface or deep acting. Second, because formal support was lacking, most workers leaned on one another. They talked through things informally after difficult shifts or turned to colleagues for advice. This helped in the short term; however, over time, it added to emotional fatigue. Third, the lack of clear steps for escalation, weak security, and no proper training in handling challenging behaviour made workers feel vulnerable, especially during night shifts or when working alone in the bar.
These findings are discussed in light of current research. Emotional labour theory remains useful, but this study demonstrates that its effects differ in low-cost hospitality. 
A brief relative analysis with Premier Inn suggests that stronger structures help reduce the emotional strain on staff.
Based on the findings, three actions are suggested. First, offer conflict training suited to this work setting. Second, set up a basic system for incident reporting and emotional follow-up. Third, install physical safety tools in key areas, such as the reception and bar.
The study concludes that emotional support should not be seen as optional. In budget hotels, it plays a central role in helping employees stay safe, focused, and consistently deliver service.
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Chapter 1
[bookmark: _Toc200646711]Introduction
The hospitality sector is widely recognised for the emotional strain it places on its workforce. Front-line roles in budget hotels are especially demanding. Staff are expected to remain calm, courteous, and emotionally available at all times, even when under pressure or experiencing personal fatigue. In settings where staffing is tight, guest turnover is high, and supervisory support is limited, the emotional demands on employees become more complicated to manage. This dissertation examines how emotional labour unfolds in one such setting, using Ibis Portsmouth as a case study.
The research was carried out over a ten-week placement at Ibis Portsmouth Centre, part of Accor’s economy hotel group. Like others in this category, the hotel runs with minimal personnel and expects front-desk staff and assistant managers to handle guest relations, operational tasks, and brand representation simultaneously. The researcher was embedded within the front-office team, taking part in daily operations while recording reflective notes. This direct involvement provided a practical view of how stress and emotional control unfold across shifts.
Unlike upscale hotels, budget properties often lack basic support structures. There is little access to on-site security, few structured HR responses to conflict, and no formal systems for emotional support. Staff are left to rely on instinct, experience, or informal advice from peers. In such conditions, emotional regulation is not just frequent; it becomes central to the job. The pressure to resolve complex interactions without external backup contributes to mental fatigue over time.
The core aim of this dissertation is to explore how front-line hotel workers manage emotional labour in these settings. It focuses on three areas: the triggers of stress, the personal and shared strategies used to manage it, and the gaps in training or support that shape daily experiences. The hotel was treated not as a static backdrop but as a functioning workplace with live demands and real consequences, allowing for a grounded approach to observation and analysis.

The research follows three main objectives:
1. To identify the most frequent causes of emotional strain and conflict in a budget hotel.
2. To assess how employees respond (formally and informally) to emotional pressure.
3. To review existing organisational support and suggest practical ways to improve staff wellbeing.
This study contributes to a part of hospitality research that remains underdeveloped. Emotional labour is widely studied in broader service settings, but less so in economy hotels, where resource constraints often go unnoticed. The case of Ibis Portsmouth sheds light on a work environment where expectations are high, support is limited, and employees must constantly adapt.
By linking field observations to current theory, the research adds conceptual depth and real-world relevance. It offers recommendations that can strengthen resilience and improve service consistency in similar hotel settings.
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Chapter 2
[bookmark: _Toc200646713]Literature Review
Emotional Labour in Hospitality - The concept of emotional labour
Arlie Hochschild introduced emotional labour in 1983 in her book The Managed Heart. She described it as when people manage their emotions to fit what their job expects them to show. It happens in two ways. One is surface acting, where someone changes their appearance but does not alter their underlying feelings. The other is deep acting. That is when a person tries to feel the emotion they are expected to show.
This is common in hospitality work. Staff are expected to stay calm and pleasant, even if they are tired or frustrated. Bhattacharya and Dasgupta (2018) explain that this is not only encouraged but also expected. In this type of work, emotion becomes an integral part of what is offered to guests, along with the service. Employees adjust how they feel because it’s part of what they’re paid to do.
However, this kind of adjustment can lead to burnout. Research has linked emotional labour to burnout, stress, and dissatisfaction, particularly when there is a significant discrepancy between how someone feels and what they display (Xu et al., 2020; Naqvi, 2013). The problem intensifies in jobs that involve constant interaction with guests. McGirl (2014) found that over time, acting out emotions can cause people to feel disconnected from themselves.
In places like budget hotels, where pressure is higher and help is limited, this situation occurs more frequently. While emotional labour helps keep the service running, its effect on staff is often ignored or dismissed.
Sources and Types of Workplace Stress
Stress is part of hotel work. In budget hotels, it tends to be more noticeable. Staff deal with long hours, not enough support, and unpredictable guest behaviour. The pace of this work is demanding and constant. It is easy to fall behind, with little time to recover. O’Neill and Davis (2011) state that stress typically arises from poor team dynamics and recurring technical or process issues.
There is also role confusion. Staff are often unsure of what is expected of them, or are doing several jobs at once. Rao and Goel (2017) list six leading causes of stress: excessive workload, lack of control, unclear roles, difficult coworkers, inadequate leadership, and overly rigid procedures. Holston-Okae (2017) found similar patterns; these conditions damaged team morale and led to lower output.
Front-line staff face an added challenge. They get the most exposure to upset or aggressive guests. Many are expected to handle these moments without backup. Kim et al. (2014) suggest that this emotional load is more pronounced in budget settings, where support is scarce. Pantha et al. (2024) also note that entry-level staff face the most strain from workloads and top-down pressure.
Therefore, the stress here comes from several angles: emotional, physical, and structural. However, despite its prevalence, this type of environment still receives insufficient attention in the hospitality research field.
Conflict and De-escalation Techniques
In hospitality, conflict is best avoided. When staff deal with guests directly, tension often builds. Disagreements about bills, noise complaints, late service, or problems with intoxicated guests are common. Nicolaides (2010) notes that the fast pace and constant contact in hotel settings (especially in budget hotels) make these conflicts more frequent and more complicated to manage.
Handling these situations well depends on using the proper techniques. Zaiser et al. (2023) describe five general approaches: avoidance, competition, compromise, accommodation, and collaboration. Which one works best usually depends on the staff member’s style and the situation at hand.
In hotels, clear communication is often the most important factor. Beverland et al. (2010) accentuate that body language, eye contact, and tone of voice can significantly contribute to calming tense interactions. A calm posture or a neutral tone often makes more of a difference than scripted responses. Beyond individual techniques, structured conflict resolution training has proven effective across various industries. 
Bani-Melhem et al. (2022) found that such programmes helped staff spot early signs of conflict and respond more confidently.
Being alert helps too. Garmel (2013) argues that staff who notice frustration early and respond with honest and transparent information often prevent minor issues from escalating into larger problems.

Role of Support Systems (Security, HR, Training)
Support systems make a difference in how staff handle emotional stress and guest demands. Without them, employees are more likely to burn out. Sarabahksh, Carson, and Lindgren (1989) argue that even basic structures, such as stress training, shared responsibility, or planned breaks, can improve both the work and the outcomes.
HR plays a key role in this. Rijal (2022) notes that stable teams rely on retention efforts and training that align with the day-to-day realities of hospitality work. When HR provides performance feedback, reward systems, or paths for promotion, frontline staff tend to stay more motivated and do better at their jobs (Gabriel et al., 2016).
Training does more than improve job skills. It helps workers read situations more clearly and manage pressure. Luo et al. (2019) found that hotels that invest in training tend to see better staff performance and stronger guest satisfaction. On the other hand, when training is lacking, morale tends to drop, especially among newer staff members.        De Soyza Iyendo et al. (2024) link this gap to high turnover.
Support also comes down to perception. McManus et al. (2025) demonstrated that when employees believe their organisation supports them, they remain more engaged and exceed basic job duties.
Altogether, having visible support through HR, training, or even security can help protect staff from emotional strain and improve overall operations.


Gap in Literature
Research on emotional labour is extensive, but most of it focuses on general service settings or high-end hospitality. There is not much that looks specifically at budget hotels. These places often run with fewer staff, tighter schedules, and very little formal support. Lee and Madera (2019) note that these differences are usually ignored, even though they change how emotional labour is experienced.
Researchers have drawn attention to this pattern. Amissah et al. (2022) argue that many studies assume the same rules apply across the industry. But working in a budget hotel is different. Staff have less freedom, receive less training, and are given more responsibilities within each shift.
Another issue is time. Most studies use one-time data. They do not follow what happens over weeks or months, and they rarely test what helps. This research tries to fill that space. It examines how staff in a budget hotel manage emotional demands when resources are limited and support is scarce.
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Chapter 3
[bookmark: _Toc200646715]Methodology
Research Design
This study uses a qualitative case study approach to explore emotional labour and workplace stress within a budget hotel setting. The goal is to understand how these pressures unfold in real time, from the perspective of those working on the front line. A qualitative method facilitates a more in-depth examination of how individuals experience and respond to emotional demands, particularly in complex, people-centred environments such as hospitality (Lee and Madera, 2019). Case studies are particularly useful when the focus is on how context shapes behaviour (Côté-Boileau et al., 2020).
Emotional labour is not something that can be easily isolated from its environment. It depends on the setting, culture, and expectations of the role. This means the research approach needs to be capable of capturing surface-level actions and deeper emotional processes (McGirl, 2014). In this case, the researcher acted as an observer-participant during the placement period, which allowed for a close-up view of how staff handled emotional demands and conflict situations as they happened.

Data Collection
Three methods were used to collect data: weekly observational logs, informal discussions, and document analysis. The observational logs recorded how staff interacted with guests, colleagues, and supervisors over time. This helped capture not just what happened, but how people reacted emotionally in different situations (Williams, 2024).
The informal interviews were conducted with front-office and assistant managers. These conversations gave more details about role pressures and coping habits. Unlike structured interviews, this format allowed staff to reflect more freely on their own experiences (Brookes and Becket, 2011).
Document analysis included handover notes and incident logs, such as the Room 110 case, which helped identify patterns in conflict and how staff tried to manage or escalate issues.
Taken together, these three sources allowed for cross-checking of themes and strengthened the overall credibility of the findings.
Sampling
This study employed purposeful sampling to select individuals who regularly interacted with guests and were likely to experience emotional labour. Staff at the front desk and line-level managers were included. These roles often involve direct service, problem-solving, and pressure from guests and internal systems. Because of that, they were well-positioned to provide relevant insight. This approach focuses on those most familiar with the subject being studied. Palinkas et al. (2015) suggest that this kind of sampling is helpful when depth matters more than breadth. In hospitality research, it helps gather details that random samples might miss (Suri, 2011).
Data Analysis
To make sense of the data, thematic analysis was used. This included information from observation logs, interviews, and internal documents. Braun and Clarke’s six-phase model guided the process. Data was read, coded, and sorted into themes that reflected recurring stress points, emotional responses, and how conflict was handled (Byrne, 2022). Both surface-level meanings and deeper emotional patterns were explored, which is crucial when examining emotional labour in everyday settings (Esfehani & Walters, 2018).
This method also gave the flexibility needed for a reflexive approach, especially since the researcher was directly involved in the environment (Braun & Clarke, 2017).
Ethical Considerations
The research adhered to the ethical standards for qualitative studies. All participants were informed about the project and gave consent freely. To protect privacy, identifying details were removed from logs and interviews, in accordance with hospitality ethics protocols (Bhandari, 2024). Since the researcher worked within the team, care was taken to avoid bias and to respect the emotional well-being of those involved (Polat & Köseoglu, 2024).
Limitations
This case study provides a detailed examination, but it has its limitations.                   The sample was small and not random, so the findings cannot be applied broadly. What was observed in one hotel may not happen the same way elsewhere. Another issue is the role of the researcher. Being a participant and an observer can affect how events are interpreted (Iacono, Brown & Holtham, 2009). People may also behave differently when they know they are being watched. This kind of observer effect can shape the data in ways that are hard to measure (Oswald, Sherratt & Smith, 2014).
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Chapter 4
[bookmark: _Toc200646717]Findings and Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc200646718]Theme 1 Common Conflict Triggers
Staff working at the front desk of the budget hotel regularly faced emotionally demanding situations. A small number of recurring issues appeared to drive most of the tension. Late checkouts, aggressive behaviour from intoxicated guests, and confusion over room assignments were among the most frequent triggers. These moments disrupted routine operations and increased emotional pressure on staff already working under limited support.
Late checkout disputes frequently arose in logs and informal conversations. Housekeeping often pushed for quick room turnovers, putting pressure on reception to enforce checkout times. Guests did not always take this well. One receptionist explained: “They (guests) act like you are ruining their holiday if you ask them to check out on time. You just know the shouting’s coming.”
Problems involving intoxicated guests were most common during weekends. With no on-site security, staff had to manage aggressive behaviour alone. A log from April 3rd described one such case. A male guest returned late at night, threw his keycard at the receptionist, and became verbally abusive when denied more alcohol. Staff reported feeling anxious and exposed.
Room mix-ups were another source of tension. Miscommunication between shifts sometimes resulted in multiple guests being assigned to the same room. In one case, Room 213 was double-booked, resulting in immediate frustration and verbal blame directed at the front desk team.
The most challenging case, as mentioned by several staff members, was the incident in Room 110. A noise complaint escalated quickly when the guest became verbally abusive and threatened staff. As noted in the handover log: “The guest became abusive, refused to comply, and threatened the front desk. No security present. Staff asked to avoid further contact and call police if necessary.”
The impact was lasting. One manager recalled: “I had to send two people home early. They were shaken. We’re not trained for this.”
These examples support earlier research indicating that budget hotel settings, characterised by high turnover and limited support, increase the likelihood of conflict (Grobelna, 2021). Andersson-Cederholm and Gyimóthy (2010) also note that guest expectations often clash with the limitations of low-cost accommodations.
In short, staff members frequently encountered the same kinds of conflicts. These triggers did not just create more work; they demanded constant emotional effort, especially without formal support or training.
[bookmark: _Toc200646719]Theme 2  Staff Coping Strategies
Frequent conflict and emotional pressure prompted front-line staff to devise their coping mechanisms. Most of these strategies originated from experience, rather than formal training or support. One of the most common approaches was peer support.        Several staff members described it as “venting to someone who gets it.” This matches Deery et al.’s (2010) description of informal “communities of coping” that often form among emotional labourers.
In both discussions and shift notes, staff mentioned that they relied on each other after encountering challenging guests. A receptionist said, “Sometimes we just talk it out right after the guest leaves. If I didn’t, I’d take that anger home.”
This habit of checking in with each other seemed to build a kind of shared resilience. It gave staff a way to release tension between tasks. Sustiyatik et al. (2024) observed similar patterns among teams in emotionally heavy service roles. At this hotel, informal support like this was more prevalent than any formal system.
Another standard method was emotional control through surface or deep acting. Some employees would force a smile or stay polite even when they felt the opposite. Others said they tried to actually feel calm, especially when things got tense (Giousmpasoglou, 2018). Both approaches helped staff stay composed in front of guests.
But surface acting had its cost. People said it left them feeling “drained” after long shifts. Some did not want to talk to anyone after work. This links with findings by Rathi et al. (2013), who noted that faking emotions too often leads to burnout.
Not all coping strategies fit neatly into known models. A few workers described taking short breaks without asking or deliberately slowing down to reset their pace. These quiet acts of resistance helped them maintain their composure. Watt (1969) wrote about similar behaviours in hotel work, small pauses that gave staff space to recover from emotional overload.
Others used self-talk or reframing. They reminded themselves that guest anger was not personal and that remaining calm was more important. This type of cognitive shift often supports deep acting and helps reduce emotional conflict during stressful moments (Teoh et al., 2019).
Across interviews and logs, one pattern was clear: most coping strategies were informal. There was little mention of formal training or clear support systems. Staff leaned on one another and found their ways to manage, primarily through habit, not instruction.
[bookmark: _Toc200646720]Theme 3  System Gaps
The lack of formal systems and clear escalation protocols was a significant weakness in how conflict was handled at the hotel. Staff repeatedly pointed to the lack of security support, unclear procedures, and inadequate training as key problems. These were not just operational issues. They made people feel exposed, adding to the emotional stress already caused by challenging guest encounters.
In several observations and staff notes, confusion during intense moments was frequently noted. One receptionist put it simply: “When guests threaten us, we don’t really know what the next step is. We just try not to make things worse.”
This type of uncertainty aligns with Echeverri et al. (2012), who found that many hotel employees rely on instinct or informal advice when conflict arises, especially in locations without night managers or strong leadership on-site.                                               
Unlike higher-end hotels that have transparent chains of command, staff members here were often left to make decisions independently, especially during night shifts.
The Room 110 case is one example. No security was present, and the receptionist had to call the police after a guest became verbally abusive. The shift report later read: “We don’t have training for this kind of thing. We’re expected to just deal with it.”
This kind of situation highlights a larger issue: staff often lack training in conflict resolution. Most said their training focused on systems like bookings and check-ins. Very little covered guest behaviour or how to respond when things get tense (Breiter and Wood, 1997).
Several workers also felt that managers got involved too late, only after an issue had already escalated. Reviews or follow-ups were rare. People felt that speaking up did not lead to changes. This type of reactive environment can discourage staff from reporting problems altogether. Zhou et al. (2014) note that when frontline support is weak, emotional burnout tends to increase.
Training gaps added to the problem. Kamau and Waudo (2012) found that employees in budget hotels often feel unprepared for real-world guest situations. Discussions backed this up. One worker described learning on the job as mostly “trial and error.”
Altogether, these findings suggest a system that relies too heavily on individual judgment, lacking sufficient structure to support or protect staff.

[bookmark: _Toc200646721]Discussion
Applicability of Emotional Labour Theory
The findings from this study strongly reflect the core ideas in Hochschild’s (1983) emotional labour theory, especially her argument that service employees are expected to control their emotional expressions as part of their job. In the case of the budget hotel, front-desk staff regularly performed both surface acting (suppressing their genuine emotions while remaining polite) and deep acting, where they attempted to feel calm or empathetic in tense situations. The Room 110 incident is a clear example. 
Even under verbal threat, the receptionist maintained a neutral tone and body language, fitting Hochschild’s definition of emotional labour as managing feeling to produce outward compliance.
This pattern was familiar. And it was not just occasional, it was sustained across shifts and days, often without the backing of formal support. According to Bhave and Glomb’s (2016) framework, the need for repeated surface acting without systemic relief contributes directly to emotional exhaustion. This was echoed in staff reflections. Several described finishing their shifts feeling emotionally numb or “burned out,” particularly after handling intoxicated guests or enforcing rules like late checkouts. These moments, while common, placed real emotional strain on staff.
Unlike Hochschild’s original focus on airline staff, who operated in structured, policy-driven settings, front-line hotel workers in this context lacked institutional systems. There were no escalation protocols or formal backup during critical moments. Their emotional performance was not monitored or supported; it was assumed to be genuine. This aligns with findings from Amissah et al. (2020), who argue that in many hospitality settings, emotional labour becomes chronic and invisible, especially when stress is not formally acknowledged by management.
In short, Hochschild’s theory remains highly relevant. However, when applied in resource-limited contexts, such as budget hotels, it highlights new challenges. Without organisational structure or recognition, emotional regulation becomes improvised. This shows that emotional labour does not just exist in formal environments; it thrives where silence and absence replace clear support systems.
Alignment of Observed Coping Strategies with Academic Best Practices
Staff coping mechanisms at the hotel were mainly informal. Peer support, venting between tasks, and using humour were the most common. These behaviours mirror emotion-focused strategies described in the literature. They can offer short-term relief but often fail to reduce long-term stress (Gupta and Dhar, 2024). While effective in the moment, these methods rarely lead to real resilience when used on their own.
In this study, many employees relied on surface acting. That is, they maintained a professional demeanour without acknowledging the emotional impact underneath. 
Teoh et al. (2019) caution that this form of regulation, especially when repeated without proper support, contributes to burnout. Parke and Seo (2017) make a similar point: surface acting, if not balanced with internal strategies like reframing or expression, eventually takes a toll.
Best practices suggest a different path. Proactive strategies, such as structured de-escalation training, peer debriefing, and formal emotional intelligence development, tend to produce better long-term outcomes (Jung & Yoon, 2016). These approaches depend on leadership support and consistent HR involvement. At the hotel where the researcher conducted their study, this type of structure was not in place. As a result, even staff who employed more adaptive methods, such as cognitive reframing, were doing so individually, without guidance or follow-up.
In conclusion, staff coping aligned only partially with academic recommendations. Without integrated support, informal strategies filled the gap but could not fully protect staff from emotional strain.
Differences Between Ibis and Premier Inn
Premier Inn and Ibis are well-known names in budget hospitality, but the way they handle emotional labour looks quite different. Premier Inn has built in several tools that help staff manage guest conflict, such as the “Good Night Guarantee” and detailed customer feedback systems. These do not just improve service. However, they give employees a straightforward process to fall back on when things go wrong (Olsen and Zhao, 2008).
That kind of structure matters. When a plan is in place, staff are not left guessing how to react. Srivastava and Srivastava (2018) note that having standard procedures helps lower the emotional pressure in difficult moments. Staff at Premier Inn know what steps to take when guests are upset, and they are not carrying the weight alone.
At Ibis, the picture looks different. In the lower-cost branches, especially, procedures are not always followed consistently. There is often less support during conflict situations, which means staff have to make judgment calls on the spot. Cheng (2020) points out that this inconsistency makes the job more emotionally draining.
Culture plays a role, too. Premier Inn puts a lot of effort into building what it calls a “guest obsession” mindset. This is supported by regular feedback and brand audits. Ibis, by comparison, gives more freedom to front-line staff, but with fewer built-in support systems.                                                                                                                        This often leaves workers feeling alone when guests become difficult (Watt, 1969).
While both brands aim for service quality, Premier Inn provides staff with more tools to protect their emotional well-being. At Ibis, employees are often left to rely on their skills and energy, without much backup. That difference shapes how emotional labour is experienced across the two chains.
Unique Pressures of Budget Hotels
Working in a budget hotel brings its kind of stress. These places typically operate with fewer staff members, which means employees often wear multiple hats. A receptionist might also be dealing with guest complaints, helping with housekeeping, and handling late-night check-ins, all in the same shift. Over time, this type of workload leads to burnout (Gitau, Maranga, and Khayiya, 2023).
At the same time, guests still expect professional, polite service. That does not change just because the hotel is cheaper. However, when guests are rude or aggressive and there is no supervisor or security on site, it puts all the pressure on staff to remain calm. Leo (2013) and Teoh et al. (2019), both researchers, link this type of emotional control to high stress and exhaustion.
Safety is a problem, too. In many of these hotels, there is no one trained to step in during difficult situations. Staff are expected to manage things alone, even at night. Akamavi et al. (2023) found that this lack of backup leaves people feeling exposed.
The jobs themselves do not offer much long-term stability either. Pay is low, promotion paths are unclear, and employees often leave after a short time. That hurts morale. And when a mistake occurs, such as a wrong room assignment, it can easily escalate into a serious conflict (Zhou, Yong, & Danling, 2014).
All this suggests that budget hotels need policies that match their working reality. Stress training, better procedures, and multi-role support could help reduce the pressure that staff face every day.
Implications for Management and HR
This case study highlights one key point: budget hotels require more effective systems to support their staff. When formal structures, such as training, escalation protocols, or even basic emotional support, are missing, front-line employees are left vulnerable. The Room 110 incident is just one example. Staff were left to manage a hostile situation on their own. There was no security, no backup, and no clear plan in place. That kind of gap makes the job harder than it needs to be.
To change that, human resources and management need to shift their focus. Strong HR practice, especially those tied to training and recognition, can make a real difference. In the hotel sector of Karachi, for example, Cheema et al. (2015) found that training and reward systems had a greater impact on service quality than recruitment or performance reviews. When staff are taught how to handle stress and are recognised for doing it well, they tend to stay more grounded and perform better.
Yoo (2023) adds that job stress in hospitality can be reduced through targeted interventions. This includes narrowing sources of conflict, supporting emotional labour directly, and making sure staff know where to turn during high-pressure moments. For hotels that run with few people on each shift, clear roles and team trust are essential.
Another point is the importance of having working systems in place. Not just policies written down, but actual processes that staff understand and use. Simple things, such as having someone to escalate a situation to, knowing when security will intervene, or being able to file a report without fear of retaliation, can help staff feel more supported. Sarabahksh et al. (1989) found that these kinds of systems improve working conditions and reduce burnout.
Management attitude matters. When support is reactive, showing up after something goes wrong, employees may stop reporting problems altogether. But when support is consistent and part of the everyday routine, staff are more likely to stay engaged.
Ultimately, protecting front-line workers means incorporating emotional labour into the conversation, not an afterthought. Budget hotels need to treat staff wellbeing as part of their core operation, not something extra. That shift could change not only how staff feel, but also how they perform.
SWOT Analysis  Organisational Readiness to Manage Emotional Labour
To assess how the placement hotel copes with emotional labour, a SWOT analysis was used to examine its internal practices and external demands. This helped identify the strengths supporting current operations and the gaps that require further attention.
This SWOT analysis (Humphrey, 2005) outlines the internal strengths and weaknesses, as well as external opportunities and threats, that affect how well Ibis Portsmouth handles emotional labour and guest conflict. The points are directly derived from the case study observations and link to current research on workplace stress, hospitality human resources, and frontline service dynamics.
Strengths
One key strength observed at Ibis Portsmouth is the strong sense of peer connection among the staff. Team members often leaned on each other emotionally, especially after difficult shifts. These informal “coping communities” were a significant source of short-term relief. As Deery, Iverson and Walsh (2010) pointed out, these peer-based support systems help staff manage stress when formal systems are missing. Whether through light-hearted humour during breaks or quick venting between tasks, these everyday exchanges made a noticeable difference. This aligns with findings in the hotel industry that highlight how emotional support and deep acting strategies help reduce burnout and improve well-being among frontline staff (Naqvi, 2013; Amissah et al., 2021).
Another internal strength was the emotional intelligence that staff brought to their roles. 
Many showed the ability to regulate their emotions in front of guests, using surface and deep acting techniques from Hochschild’s (1983) emotional labour model. Staff were often found reframing negative encounters to maintain their calmness or professionalism. This finding aligns with the results of Teoh, Wang, and Kwek (2019), who demonstrated that positive reframing can help alleviate emotional fatigue when institutional support is limited.
Weaknesses
Despite the interpersonal strengths, several systemic weaknesses emerged. The most critical was the lack of structured conflict training. Staff were left to figure things out in real time, often relying on instinct. Demir (2010) found that when hotel staff possess emotional intelligence skills, they handle conflict more effectively, highlighting the significant gap that results from the absence of this kind of training in budget hotels. This is consistent with Kamau and Waudo (2012), who argue that training on conflict handling is crucial, especially in budget settings where exposure to aggression is higher. Current studies reinforce this observation, showing that when hospitality staff receive structured training in emotional intelligence, they become more effective at handling conflicts and feel more supported in their roles (Winardi, Adi, and Riyanto, 2024).
The absence of transparent incident reporting processes was also a serious issue. Even after intense situations, such as the Room 110 event, no formal debriefs or emotional support options were available. As Zhou, Yong and Danling (2014) suggest, when support is absent, the risk of disengagement and emotional burnout increases. Employees at Ibis confirmed this, describing the aftermath of incidents as isolating.
A final weakness was the lack of physical safety measures. In bar areas or during night shifts, there were no protective barriers between staff and guests. This left workers feeling exposed. ASEAN (2012) recommends simple environmental designs (such as barriers or staff-only zones) to reduce risk and improve staff confidence.


Opportunities
Several opportunities are within reach. Conflict de-escalation training could be introduced during induction or in short monthly refreshers. 
Graham, Jelley and Purcell (2005) have shown that even brief, scenario-based training can reduce staff anxiety and improve outcomes in high-tension guest situations.
Another clear opportunity is to formalise what already works informally. For instance, peer support could be structured into regular check-ins or short post-shift huddles. Research by Sustiyatik, Andjarwati and Oktavio (2024) supports this approach, showing that team debriefs build resilience over time. Research from the hospitality field indicates that a combination of structured onboarding, peer support, and clearly defined roles can help alleviate interpersonal tensions and improve team performance (Raub et al., 2021). In addition, hotel-based studies have found that when managers take a hands-on approach, using open communication and encouraging group reflection, team relationships tend to improve, and overall workplace stress goes down (Nicolaides, 2010).
There is also room to integrate simple tech tools, such as digital handover logs, to track patterns in guest behaviour or staff stress points. Williams (2024) suggests that even basic documentation systems enhance visibility and support managers to respond more effectively to recurring problems.
Looking outward, Ibis Portsmouth could adapt elements from Premier Inn’s guest conflict protocols and service guarantees. Olsen and Zhao (2008) noted that these structured approaches make a noticeable difference in staff stress and guest satisfaction, and they do not require significant resources to implement.
Threats
One of the biggest threats is emotional burnout. Bhave and Glomb (2016) demonstrated that prolonged surface acting, particularly without relief, results in psychological detachment. Huang, Qu and Zhang (2011) also found that emotional labour plays a key role in how customer-related stress leads to burnout among front-line hotel staff. 
This was evident among night-shift workers in the study, many of whom reported feeling drained or numb. Over time, this leads to poor service, absenteeism, and even long-term turnover. Other studies in hotel environments have shown that surface acting often
leads to emotional fatigue and increases staff's likelihood of considering leaving their jobs (Rathi, Bhatnagar, and Mishra, 2013).
Another threat is silence. When staff are unsure of how or where to report an incident, they often remain silent. Sleesman et al. (2018) found that this kind of ambiguity creates blind spots. At Ibis, unresolved conflict meant recurring stress went unnoticed and unaddressed by managers. "Hotel research shows a similar trend: when staff don’t get clear guidance or support in handling stress, it often leads to burnout and, over time, disengagement from their work (Üngüren et al., 2024).
Finally, broader labour market trends add pressure. Since the pandemic, the hospitality industry has struggled with staffing, and workers are increasingly seeking emotionally safe environments (McManus, Dundon and Lavelle, 2025). If Ibis Portsmouth does not adapt to meet emotional wellbeing standards, it risks losing talent to competitors offering better internal cultures. Ghanem (2021) supports this concern, showing a clear and strong connection between unresolved workplace conflict and burnout among hotel employees.
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Chapter 5
[bookmark: _Toc200646723]Conclusion
This study examined the role of emotional labour in a budget hotel setting. The focus was Ibis Portsmouth, where front-line workers often face stress without much support. The goal was to understand what causes emotional pressure, how staff deal with it, and what the hotel does (or does not do) to help.
Recap of Major Aims and Objectives
Hochschild’s (1983) theory of emotional labour shaped this project. It explains how workers are expected to manage their emotions while on the job. However, that theory originated from structured work environments, such as those found in the airline industry. This research took it into a less controlled place: a budget hotel where rules are looser, staffing is tight, and support systems are thin.
By being part of the team and collecting data from fundamental shifts, interviews, and incident reports, the study was able to demonstrate what emotional labour looks like in practice, particularly when things go wrong, when guests become angry, and when staff are left to figure things out on their own.
Summary of Major Findings
There were three main findings. The first one was about what sets off stressful situations. Late checkouts, drunk guests, and booking errors, these things happened often. Staff had to manage these encounters while staying calm, even when people shouted or threatened them. This kind of pressure was routine. Staff were expected to remain polite and composed, despite having no formal training on how to handle conflict.
The second finding was about how people coped. Staff did not turn to formal systems. They turned to each other. They talked things out, leaned on their teammates, and tried to keep going. This helped, but it was not consistently enough. 
People still left shifts feeling exhausted or upset. There was little in place from management to help with that. Most coping was improvised.
The third point was the most serious. There were no clear systems to follow when things got out of hand. When threats or aggression happened, staff did not always know what to do. There was no security. There were no clear instructions. The Room 110 incident showed this clearly. A guest became aggressive. No manager stepped in. Police were called, but only after things had escalated. It shook the staff involved. Some went home early. There was no follow-up.
Reflections on the Case of Ibis Portsmouth
The case shows what happens when emotional labour becomes constant and unsupported. Staff were expected to manage feelings every day, but they were doing it alone. There were no real rules, just expectations. Hochschild discussed emotional labour as an integral part of the job. However, it was not structured at this point. However, it was reactive. Staff had to make it up as they went.
Premier Inn, another budget chain, was mentioned in comparison. It uses feedback systems and guest satisfaction tools that help manage problems early. It also has clearer ways for staff to escalate when needed. Ibis did not. This does not mean budget hotels cannot offer support. It shows they choose whether to invest in it or not.
At Ibis Portsmouth, emotional labour was not treated as part of operations. It was invisible. But it shaped every shift, especially at night. The Room 110 event was just one example. Many more minor incidents went the same way, staff absorbing stress without help.

Academic and Practical Contributions
This study adds to the limited research on budget hospitality. Many studies look at high-end hotels. But emotional labour exists everywhere, and in places like Ibis, it is often more intense and less supported.


Practically, the research points to some simple, applicable changes:
1. Teach staff how to handle conflict through real training, not just trial and error
2. Set up support systems like peer check-ins or shift debriefs
3. Make escalation steps clear, especially during solo night shifts
4. Build an HR culture that sees emotional stress as a real risk, not just part of the job
None of this requires significant spending. But it does take leadership focus. Without it, staff members continue to cope alone, and the stress builds.
Final Thsoughts
Emotional labour is part of service work. That is not the problem. The problem is when staff are asked to carry it without help. At Ibis Portsmouth, the expectations were there. The support was not.
When workers are trained, supported, and taken seriously, they can perform emotional labour effectively. But when those things are missing, it becomes a burden that wears people down.
This research does not call for luxury-level resources. It requires awareness, structure, and respect for the emotional aspects of the job. That shift is needed, especially in budget hotels where the pressure is high and support is low.
[bookmark: _Toc200646724]Recommendations
The findings from Ibis Portsmouth highlight several areas where simple, targeted changes could ease the pressure on staff. The following are three practical recommendations based on the patterns observed in this case study, supported by previous research. Each addresses a different layer of the problem: training, support systems, and physical safety.

Conflict De-escalation Training for Front-Line Staff
The most significant gap noted during the case study was the lack of real training in handling demanding guests. Staff often had to deal with aggressive or intoxicated people without any formal guidance. Most relied on gut instinct, trying to stay calm or walk away. Some used surface acting, forcing a smile even when they felt upset. Others just shut down. But in high-stress moments (such as the Room 110 incident), these methods were not enough.
Conflict de-escalation training provides staff with a stronger foundation to work from. It is already in use in healthcare, transportation, and other customer-facing sectors. Graham et al. (2005) found that it helps employees stay calm and avoid exacerbating situations. For hospitality workers, it means learning to spot early warning signs and knowing how to respond with clear, calm communication.
Pollack (2025) states that training is most effective when it is hands-on and based on real-life situations. If staff can rehearse responses to late checkout disputes, aggressive behaviour, or alcohol-related incidents, they are more likely to handle those events well under pressure. Yeo (2007) notes that when leadership supports the training and encourages team reflection, people not only learn but also feel more connected to one another.
For Ibis Portsmouth, a short, targeted programme added to staff induction could make a big difference. Refreshers every few months could help. Rather than memorising lines, staff benefit more from having adaptable communication strategies.
Incident Reporting and Support Protocols
Another issue was the lack of clear steps when things went wrong. Several staff members expressed uncertainty about how to handle a serious guest confrontation. Even worse, after an incident, there was no real follow-up. People were left to manage their stress or discuss it informally with coworkers. It helped a little, but it was not enough.
Adding a clear, easy-to-use reporting system would give staff a way to document what happened, without worrying that they are making a fuss. This could be a quick note in the digital log or a message to a manager. More importantly, it should link to a transparent chain of response. If needed, someone else (security, a senior staff member, or the police) can step in.
Sleesman et al. (2018) argue that when escalation steps are vague or inconsistent, staff feel let down. Their confidence in management drops. On the other hand, straightforward steps and predictable responses build trust. They also reduce panic during emergencies.
Post-incident support matters too. After something stressful, a five-minute check-in with HR or a team lead can make a big difference. It helps staff feel seen and heard. In industries such as healthcare and aviation, this is referred to as psychological first aid. The goal is not therapy, it is just to normalise the stress and stop it from building up.
At Ibis Portsmouth, most of the emotional damage came after the fact, when no one acknowledged what had happened. If managers followed up or created a space for feedback, it would go a long way toward making staff feel supported. Anonymous reports could be helpful, especially for those who are nervous about speaking up.
Barriers and Lockable Storage in F&B and Bar Operations
The last issue raised was more physical than emotional, but it still had emotional effects. During late-night shifts, especially in the bar or F&B area, some staff felt unsafe. They were alone, with cash and alcohol out in the open, and no transparent barrier between themselves and guests. This created fear, even if nothing happened. That fear built over time.
Simple changes can help here. Adding a low barrier at the reception or bar counter (such as a visual boundary) can change the tone of an interaction. Lockable cabinets for alcohol and cash ensure staff are not scrambling to protect valuables if a guest becomes aggressive. Panic buttons or a “staff only” zone also provide a sense of backup.
ASEAN (2012) and Duncan et al. (2024) both researchers note that environmental cues influence guest behaviour. When a space appears more secure, people tend to act more respectfully towards one another. And when staff see these precautions in place, they feel like management is looking out for them.
At Ibis, the message was not just about the equipment. It was about what that equipment symbolised. When protections were missing, it sent the message that staff safety was not a priority. Making minor upgrades would signal the opposite, that the well-being of staff matters as much as guest satisfaction.
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