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   Abstract
This paper examines the widening mental health crisis in hospitality and how structural pressures, cultural stigma, and leadership practices interact to shape staff wellbeing. The scope, methods, and models are: a qualitative secondary review (2019-2025) using a hybrid PESTLE-SWOT lens, with cases including Craig Poole’s work at DoubleTree Reading and Hilton’s “Thrive” programme. Findings come together on a steady point: routine strain follows long hours, volatile rotas, and emotional labour, especially in mid-scale operations where back-to-back shifts remain common. A second point is about leadership design, not slogans: servant, ethical, and health-oriented behaviours, when paired with fair structures, reduce burnout and stabilise teams. One line to hold onto. Outcomes improve when wellbeing is built into daily practice, training, and policy rather than announced in posters. The conclusion is practical: embed health-oriented leadership, predictable scheduling, psychological safety, accessible support, and shared standards across the sector.













1. Introduction
Unsociable hours, constant smiles on service, and the late train home after a clopening: this is the felt reality many workers carry into another shift. The industry has long been known for extended hours and high emotional pressure; that combination still sits at the centre of its mental health problem (Hospitality Action, 2024). Survey evidence indicates that roughly seventy-six percent of hospitality workers in the United Kingdom have experienced mental health difficulties at some point in their career, a clear rise compared with pre-pandemic years (Hospitality Action, 2024). Comparable international reporting points to record levels of burnout, absenteeism, and turnover, with business impact running alongside the human cost (Axonify, 2024; World Health Organization, 2023).
Service quality decreases when fatigue and turnover persist. Brands lose trust. Budgets stretch to cover replacement and induction, then stretch again when the cycle repeats. Mental health is therefore both an ethical duty and a strategic concern. At the same time, talking about it at work remains difficult; many employees still avoid disclosure because stigma lingers in daily routines rather than policy documents. It is felt across the industry. The silence often hides deeper weaknesses in leadership preparation, scheduling design, and access to credible support.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Prevalence and Structural Determinants
Research of over two decades shows that psychological strain in hospitality is not incidental, it is “baked” into how the work is organised. Long shifts, irregular rotas, and the disciplined performance of positive emotion are treated as normal conditions for service roles (Murray-Gibbons and Gibbons, 2007). When pay is low and job security weakens, anxiety rises, and emotional resources drain faster on the floor; Reisel et al. identify those links between insecurity, negative affect, and deteriorating behaviour at work, which hospitality mirrors closely (Reisel et al., 2010).
The pattern repeats in the United Kingdom, where reports suggest around four in five professionals have faced work-related mental distress, which signals a systemic issue rather than isolated incidents. Globally, depression and anxiety are estimated to remove about one trillion US dollars from the economy in lost productivity each year (BBC, 2022; World Health Organization, 2022). Behind the numbers sit familiar drivers: unstable scheduling, chronic understaffing, and peak-demand staffing models that leave little recovery time. Where managerial understanding of emotional labour is limited, exhaustion deepens quickly and takes longer to unwind.
2.2. Stigma and Cultural Barriers
During service, people hold their emotions in. The choreography of greeting, upselling, and de-escalation leaves little room to acknowledge distress in real time. Stigma then does the rest. Workers hesitate to disclose stress or depression for fear of being seen as unreliable, weak, or less promotable; this aligns with Henderson et al.(2014)’s account of stigma within healthcare and related settings, and Guest’s idea of organisational silence where staff contain problems to protect their standing (Henderson et al., 2014; Guest, 2017).
From these reports, fewer than half of employees feel comfortable raising mental health concerns with a manager, a figure that fits Hospitality Action’s and Mind Share Partners’ findings of workplaces where talk is encouraged in principle but uneven in practice (Hospitality Action, 2024; Mind Share Partners, 2025). International and seasonal staff add another layer: isolation, language barriers, and unfamiliar health systems can block access to support. In many cases, migrant workers report stronger anxiety yet lower use of counselling because of cultural stigma or limited healthcare access (Salami, Salma and Hegadoren, 2019). A simple inclusive step follows from this: make confidential help available in multiple languages and formats so people can actually use it.
2.3. Leadership Theories and Mental Health
A growing part of academic literature now focuses on leadership as one of the most influential forces on mental wellbeing. Servant leadership redirects attention from control to care, building trust and a safe environment for the staff community. In support of this, the evidence suggests that this approach lowers emotional exhaustion during crises, including the pandemic period (Eva et al., 2019; Cai et al., 2023). The practice is helpful, not abstract: listening first, removing tension, and protecting recovery windows when the rota is tight.
Ethical leadership shifts the climate by making fairness and integrity visible. When staff perceive decisions as consistent and honest, their sense of worth and wellbeing rises, which lowers burnout risk (Brown and Treviño, 2006; Haricharan, 2023). Health-oriented leadership (HoL) adds the modelling piece: leaders who manage their own workload, take breaks that actually happen, and frame health as legitimate work set norms that teams copy (Franke, Felfe and Pundt, 2014; Kranabetter and Niessen, 2017). Together, these approaches position leadership as the atmosphere in which staff can breathe, not only the set of targets they need to chase. In many properties, however, managers are promoted for operational or financial results; emotional competence arrives later, if at all.
2.4. Evidence from the Hospitality Sector
Sector studies and cases connect the theory back to daily practice. Managers who offer emotional support and reasonable autonomy reduce exhaustion and protect mental health, a pattern observed in frontline restaurant and hotel roles (Chen and Eyoun, 2021). The opposite climate, with tight control and relentless output focus, correlates with higher burnout and stronger turnover intent (Karatepe, 2013).
Two examples anchor the possibilities and the limits. In Reading, Craig Poole’s values-based model at DoubleTree by Hilton uses inclusive hiring and a community anchor identity to build purpose and trust, reflecting the basic needs logic in self-determination theory (Hospitality Daily, 2024; Deci and Ryan, 2000). In parallel, Hilton’s “Thrive” institutionally offers counselling, flexibility pilots, and wellbeing policy, with high reported balance among staff (Hilton, 2025; SHRM, 2024). Yet franchise diversity matters: resources and follow-through differ across properties, and on busy weekends, these tend to slip away. Ethical leadership gains reported in Indonesian hotels point the same way, while reminding us of monitoring fatigue and culture transfer issues (Wiyono et al., 2024). Many interventions look promising in year one, then soften without evaluation or structural support, a risk the literature flags clearly (Shiri, Nikunlaakso and Laitinen, 2023).

3. Method
This study follows a qualitative secondary approach, drawing on peer-reviewed journals, including the International Journal of Hospitality Management and Frontiers in Psychology, and on organisational reports from Hospitality Action, the World Health Organization, and SHRM. Company cases from Hilton, Hyatt, and Reading Hospitality are included to link leadership models to on-property realities. The analysis applies a hybrid PESTLE-SWOT framework: PESTLE to map external forces, then SWOT to read internal strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats around wellbeing programmes. Four themes guide synthesis: structural causes, leadership responses, culture and stigma, and industry-level reforms. The time window is 2019-2025 to reflect post-pandemic shifts while retaining earlier anchors on emotional labour and stress.

4. Theme Impact Analysis
4.1. PESTLE-SWOT Overview
External pressures shape mental health before any single manager acts. Politically and legally, weak protections and uneven enforcement on working hours leave employees exposed to overwork, while explicit guidance on psychological safety remains limited or advisory in many contexts (International Labour Organization, 2023). Economically, low base pay and variable tips keep financial stress high; a single slow week can remove the margin a family needs. Socially, stigma persists and inclusion policies are irregular, which reduces disclosure and help-seeking. Technologically, digital scheduling and performance tracking reduce some unpredictability but can raise pressure through constant monitoring. Environmentally, post-pandemic volatility and climate-driven shifts in demand increase uncertainty for seasonal teams.
The internal picture is uneven. On the strong side, teamwork traditions still hold many teams together, and a quiet pride in service continues to shape identity across properties. There is also a slow but visible acceptance that mental health belongs within core business thinking. Yet weaknesses remain because reactions often replace prevention, managerial training in wellbeing is limited, and property strategies differ widely in quality and consistency. Opportunities lie in measuring what matters by integrating wellbeing goals into performance reviews, extending multilingual EAP access, and including short recovery pauses in daily briefings. The threats are equally clear. Staff shortages, financial strain, and the old reflex to cut staff welfare first when prices rise, all keep the cycle in motion. A second point turns to leadership itself vecause when daily choices fail to reflect fairness and care, values and operations drift apart, and closing that distance becomes the real work ahead.
	Dimension
	Key Observation
	Mental-Health Implication in Hospitality

	Political / Legal
	Labour laws around rest and maximum hours still look clearer on paper than on the rota. Enforcement is uneven, especially across small operators.
	Overwork and lack of psychological safety remain normalised because there is little external pressure to change.

	Economic
	Pay gaps between grades are narrow, while tips fluctuate with tourism and season. Many roles depend on overtime to reach a liveable income.
	Financial insecurity becomes chronic stress. When costs rise or shifts are cut, anxiety returns fast.

	Social
	Mental-health stigma continues, especially among older workers and male-dominated back-of-house teams. Diversity and inclusion policies exist but feel distant from daily life.
	Silence persists; staff hide problems and burn out quietly.

	Technological
	New rota software and digital checklists reduce some uncertainty but introduce constant visibility and data tracking.
	Workers feel watched and measured. The same system that saves time can also erode trust.

	Environmental
	Climate events and shifting travel seasons cause sudden staff reductions or redeployment.
	Instability fuels fatigue; teams stretch to cover roles that vanish and reappear.

	Strengths
	Strong teamwork culture, shared humour in hard moments, and growing managerial awareness of wellbeing as legitimate business.
	These informal supports help staff cope even when systems lag behind.

	Weaknesses
	Mental-health initiatives are reactive and short-lived; training in psychological safety remains optional.
	Programmes fade after audits; employees lose faith in promises.

	Opportunities
	Introduce wellbeing indicators in performance reviews, expand multilingual EAP access, and formalise short recovery rituals.
	Gradual improvement through daily repetition, not one-off campaigns.

	Threats
	Labour shortages, budget cuts, and a managerial instinct to prioritise occupancy over recovery time.
	When profits tighten, wellbeing slides down the list, restarting the stress cycle.



4.2. Structural versus Cultural Determinants
Much of the difficulty is structural. Long hours are planned into the rota; peaks are covered by short-numbered teams; rest periods are almost nonexistent when events overrun. Yoo (2023) names these “permanent stress cycles,” which hospitality reproduces through hierarchical command chains and precarious labour models. Culture then locks it in. Emotional labour requires consistent cheerfulness, patient tone, and rapid recovery after conflict; when support is slight, energy falls and cynicism rises (Hochschild, 1983). A scene many staff know too well: the rota arrives late at night, and someone who just closed the bar is suddenly on the breakfast shift.
Where psychological safety is low, people do not speak up. Evidence shows that when managers chase metrics and ignore the emotional context, turnover intentions increase and wellbeing falls (Karatepe, 2013). The root, then, sits in both the blueprint and the atmosphere: design choices that over-commit the body, and norms that reward endurance over balance. Changing one without the other only works for a short time.

4.3. Leadership and Organisational Culture
Leadership moderates these conditions through daily behaviours. Craig Poole’s practice in Reading offers one pattern: hire for belonging as well as skill, invest trust early, and signal that people matter before profit, which constructs purpose and psychological safety (Hospitality Daily, 2024; Deci and Ryan, 2000). Small actions accumulate here: public recognition, predictable one-to-ones, and a manager who takes a proper break in sight of the team.
Hilton’s “Thrive” represents the system side. Confidential counselling, flexibility pilots, and documented wellbeing policies give managers tools beyond goodwill, with reported balance high among respondents (Hilton, 2025; SHRM, 2024). The honest qualifier is consistency: franchise ownership structures, local budgets, and varying HR capacity mean that two hotels under one flag can feel very different. Hyatt’s partnership with Mind Share Partners adds a cultural control through senior storytelling; when executives share their own experiences, permission to speak travels down a level and stigma loosens, a dynamic that aligns with Edmondson’s account of psychological safety as the absence of interpersonal fear (Mind Share Partners, 2025; Edmondson, 2018).
4.4. Comparative Analysis of Impact
Symbolic actions by themselves rarely change working life. Awareness days, posters, or short wellness campaigns tend to fade once the routine pressure returns. Evidence across the literature points more convincingly toward leadership behaviour (servant, ethical, and health-oriented), especially when these are matched with predictable rotas, fair pay, and time for real recovery (Cai et al., 2023; Brown and Treviño, 2006; Franke, Felfe and Pundt, 2014). One example comes from Mexican resorts, where the BREATH?! programme turned short breathing and movement sessions into part of daily briefings. These small, regular acts gradually strengthened morale and reshaped team rhythm when carried out with consistency (Strategic Solution Partners, 2024). Still, progress (if any is made) tends to fade once supervisors lack training or schedules begin to shift again. When that happens, good intentions lose substance and wellbeing efforts become surface gestures that staff recognise but no longer trust (Shiri, Nikunlaakso and Laitinen, 2023).


5. Conclusion
The mental health crisis in hospitality flows from structural design and cultural habits, not personal weakness. Leadership style matters: servant, ethical, and health-oriented approaches reduce strain and make room for recovery when they sit alongside fair schedules and credible support. The claim is simple and clear. Durable change depends on aligning values with systems so wellbeing becomes part of everyday management rather than a seasonal message.

6. Recommendations 
1.  Institutionalise Health-Oriented Leadership
Treat health-oriented leadership as a core capability. Build wellbeing competencies into management pathways and require annual mental health literacy refreshers for supervisors. Model behaviour in view of the team: leaders take breaks, plan rest into duty schedules, and actively redistribute load when staff are short (Franke, Felfe and Pundt, 2014; Kranabetter and Niessen, 2017).
2. Redesign Work Structures
Reduce fatigue by changing the mechanics. Publish rotas at least 14 days in advance and keep minimum rest periods between shifts. Match staffing to demand data, not hope. Where possible, cap consecutive late-to-early transitions and implement brief guided micro-breaks at pre-shift or handover, following the example of BREATH?!, so recovery is rooted rather than optional (Strategic Solution Partners, 2024). And to make these changes last, progress must be visible. Tracking absence and turnover shows if rest policies work beyond paper. Collaboration between hotels and associations can also widen access to counselling for all staff (regardless of contract type or brand affiliation) (International Labour Organization, 2023). 
3. Build Psychological Safety and Culture
Create conditions where people can speak without penalty. Train line managers in supportive conversations and basic de-escalation. Introduce peer supporters or wellbeing ambassadors on each property who can listen and direct staff to available help. Back this with an explicit zero-tolerance stance on bullying or discrimination, aligned with guidance on psychologically safe workplaces (World Health Organization, 2022). A small lived anchor helps: set aside five minutes at pre-service to check capacity and flag hidden pinch points.
4. Expand Access to Support Services
Having in mind Recommendation 2, hotels can partner with specialist organisations already supporting the sector to extend therapy access and crisis grants where needed (Current, 2024; Southern Smoke Foundation, 2024; The Burnt Chef Project, 2025). Full-time, part-time, seasonal, and agency workers should all have access to an EAP with 24/7 multilingual counselling and clear signposting in staff areas and on payslips. Wider cooperation with industry associations and local authorities can also help set shared wellbeing standards, ensuring that smaller hotels receive the same support as global chains (International Labour Organization, 2023). 
Together, these measures shift the sector from short-term welfare gestures to a system that keeps wellbeing within daily operations and financial planning, not beside them. It is slower work, but it lasts.
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