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The deepening mental health crisis in the Hospitality industry
1. Introduction:
Mental health refers to a person’s emotional and psychological wellbeing. It affects how people think, feel and cope with everyday life. In the hospitality industry, mental health has become an increasingly important issue. Hospitality is a people-focused industry where employees must provide friendly and high-quality service while working in fast-paced and demanding environments (Dixit, 2020).
Many hospitality employees work long hours, including evenings, weekends and holidays. They often face heavy workloads, staff shortages and constant interaction with customers. These conditions can create high levels of stress and emotional pressure (Batabyal and Das, 2019). Over time, this may lead to mental health problems such as anxiety, burnout and emotional exhaustion.
The hospitality industry is also experiencing wider challenges linked to workforce shortages and changing working expectations, which have increased pressure on existing staff (Cooper and Hall, 2023). From a sustainability perspective, organisations are now expected to care not only about profits and the environment, but also about employee wellbeing (Costa and Costa, 2022).
This paper explores the deepening mental health crisis in the hospitality industry by examining its causes, its impacts on employees and businesses, and how the industry is responding.
2. Literature Review:
This literature review focuses on burnout, stigma, and coping among frontline employees in the hospitality industry. Frontline workers, such as hotel receptionists, servers, and kitchen staff, play a central role in service delivery and experience high levels of pressure. Research consistently shows that demanding working conditions, emotional labour, and limited organisational support contribute to poor mental health outcome. This section examines key academic findings and industry evidence on these issues.
Stressful Working Conditions in Hospitality
Hospitality is widely recognised as a demanding and fast-paced industry. Employees commonly work long hours, irregular shifts, evenings, weekends, and public holidays. Dixit (2020) explains that hospitality staff must meet high service standards while operating under constant time pressure, which increases stress and fatigue.
Empirical research supports this view. Saito (2025), in a systematic review of hospitality employee wellbeing, identifies long working hours, heavy workloads, and job insecurity as major predictors of poor mental health. Similarly, Wong (2025) finds that workload pressure and low job control are strongly associated with anxiety and reduced psychological wellbeing among hotel employees.
Labour shortages further intensify stress. Batabyal and Das (2019) describe staff shortages and high turnover as global challenges, meaning remaining employees must take on additional responsibilities. Cooper and Hall (2023) also note that rising customer expectations for personalised and rapid service have increased performance pressure on frontline staff.
Industry evidence mirrors academic findings. The Burnt Chef Project reports that hospitality operates seven days a week with diminishing resources and little training in leadership or health and wellbeing. The organisation found that 84% of hospitality professionals have experienced mental health issues during their career, while 46% would not feel comfortable discussing their concerns. In addition, four out of five hospitality professionals report high levels of stress and mental illness (The Burnt Chef Project, 2021). These findings demonstrate that stressful working conditions are widespread and deeply embedded in hospitality work.
Emotional Labour and Psychological Strain
In addition to physical demands, hospitality employees face strong emotional demands. Emotional labour refers to the requirement to display positive emotions, such as friendliness and patience, regardless of personal feelings. Dixit (2020) argues that emotional labour is a fundamental feature of hospitality work.
Research in Tourism Management shows that emotional labour significantly increases emotional exhaustion and psychological strain (Brotheridge and Lee, 2003). Employees who must constantly suppress negative emotions are more likely to experience frustration, anxiety, and detachment. Kim (2008) similarly finds that emotional labour is positively related to emotional exhaustion among hotel employees.
Batabyal and Das (2019) suggest that emotional labour becomes especially harmful when combined with long hours and low managerial support. Over time, employees may feel drained and lose motivation.
The Burnt Chef Project highlights that hospitality workers are often expected to be “resilient” and tolerate high stress. However, the organisation questions why such extreme resilience is necessary and argues that businesses should address the root causes of stress rather than expecting workers to simply endure pressure (The Burnt Chef Project, 2021).
Burnout and Emotional Exhaustion
Burnout is one of the most frequently discussed mental health outcomes in hospitality research. Burnout refers to a state of physical and emotional exhaustion caused by prolonged exposure to stress. Dixit (2020) explains that burnout is associated with tiredness, cynicism, and reduced work engagement.
Wang, Xu, and Ma (2021) demonstrate that emotional exhaustion among hotel employees leads to lower job satisfaction and weaker organisational commitment. Research in the International Journal of Hospitality Management also shows that burnout increases turnover intentions and reduces service quality (Wong, Kim and Xu, 2025).
Shi, Gordon and Tang (2021) writing in Tourism Management, find that daily fluctuations in stress influence hotel employees’ intentions to leave their jobs, showing how quickly pressure can affect retention. Cooper and Hall (2023) argue that high turnover increases recruitment and training costs and disrupts service consistency, creating a negative cycle of staffing shortages and rising workloads.
The seriousness of mental health problems in hospitality is further highlighted by suicide risk statistics. The Burnt Chef Project reports that male chef suicide rates are 1.4 times higher than males in other occupations, while female chef suicide rates are 3.9 times higher than females in other occupations, based on Australian data from 2006–2017 (The Burnt Chef Project, 2021). These figures show that mental health problems in hospitality can have severe and tragic consequences.
Stigma and Barriers to Seeking Help
Despite high prevalence of mental health problems, many hospitality workers do not seek support. Kotera, Adhikari, and Sheffield (2021) find that shame and self-criticism are strongly associated with mental health problems among UK hospitality workers. Employees may fear being judged or seen as weak.
The Burnt Chef Project reports that 46% of hospitality professionals would not feel comfortable talking about their mental health concerns (The Burnt Chef Project, 2021). This stigma prevents early intervention and allows problems to worsen.
Cultural norms within hospitality, which value toughness and endurance, may further discourage openness. As a result, mental health difficulties are often hidden rather than addressed.
Organisational Support and Coping
There is increasing recognition that hospitality organisations have a responsibility to protect employee wellbeing. Costa and Costa (2022) argue that sustainability should include social responsibility, such as caring for workers’ mental health.
Saito, Brozović, and Baum, (2025) report that perceived organisational support, fair scheduling, and access to mental health resources reduce burnout and improve wellbeing. Yoo (2023) similarly finds that supportive management and positive workplace relationships reduce stress and improve psychological wellbeing.
Industry-led initiatives also show positive progress. The Burnt Chef Project provides peer-support ambassador networks, mental health training, and a free 24/7 text-based support service for hospitality workers (The Burnt Chef Project, 2021). However, access to such support remains inconsistent across the sector.
3. Method: 
This study uses a qualitative approach to explore mental health issues in the hospitality industry, focusing on burnout, stigma, and how employees manage work-related stress. A qualitative approach is suitable because it helps to understand people’s experiences and viewpoints in depth.
The study is based on a review of existing literature rather than primary data collection. Academic journal articles, books, and trusted industry reports were used. Sources were taken from recognised journals such as the International Journal of Hospitality Management and Tourism Management, as well as industry organisations such as The Burnt Chef Project. Only relevant and recent sources were selected.
Key search terms included mental health, burnout, emotional labour, hospitality employees, and wellbeing. The selected sources were read carefully and compared to identify common themes and patterns.
Ethical issues were addressed by using only publicly available sources and by correctly referencing all material. No personal data was collected.
This method provides a clear and reliable basis for examining the mental health crisis in hospitality.
4. Theme impact analysis:
Burnout affects not only employees’ wellbeing but also how well they perform at work. Babakus, Yavas and Ashill (2009) found that high job demands increase emotional exhaustion, which lowers job performance and motivation. In hospitality, stressed employees may find it harder to provide friendly and consistent service. As a result, poor mental health can reduce service quality and negatively affect guest satisfaction and business performance. Job stress and workplace conflict also play an important role in employee exhaustion and motivation. When hotel employees have to hide their real feelings and always act positive, they can become emotionally exhausted. Karatepe and Aleshinloye (2009) found that this emotional strain increases exhaustion among hotel staff and can reduce job satisfaction and motivation. Karatepe and Uludag (2007) found that frontline hotel employees who experience high levels of conflict at work are more likely to feel emotionally exhausted, which reduces their motivation and job performance. In hospitality, where employees interact constantly with guests, low motivation can lead to poorer service and reduced engagement. This shows that stressful work environments can weaken both employee wellbeing and organisational outcomes. Positive employee behaviours are also linked to better wellbeing outcomes in hospitality. Research also shows that employee wellbeing is closely linked to customer satisfaction and organisational success. 
Research in hotels shows that employees with higher work engagement have higher job satisfaction and lower turnover intentions, while disengaged employees are more likely to consider leaving their jobs (Lu et al., 2016). Chi and Gursoy (2009) found that higher employee satisfaction leads to higher customer satisfaction and improved financial performance in hospitality businesses. This supports the idea that when employees feel happy, supported, and mentally well, they are more likely to deliver better service, which improves the guest experience.
One factor that can help reduce these negative effects is employees’ ability to understand and manage their emotions. Jung and Yoon (2016) found that hospitality employees with higher emotional intelligence are more likely to use positive coping strategies, such as problem-solving, which leads to higher job satisfaction. In contrast, poor coping is linked to lower satisfaction. This suggests that helping employees develop emotional intelligence can reduce stress and improve wellbeing. In a customer-focused industry like hospitality, this can also support better performance and retention. Leadership and resilience also influence employee mental wellbeing. Haver, Akerjordet and Furunes (2014) found that hospitality leaders with strong emotional regulation and resilience help reduce staff stress and support better psychological outcomes, suggesting that leadership behaviours can play a key role in improving employee wellbeing.
Some hospitality organisations are beginning to respond to mental health challenges with structured wellbeing support. For example, Marriott International promotes employee mental wellness through initiatives such as the TakeCare wellbeing programme and a global Resiliency Campaign. According to San Segundo (2025), Rachel E., Marriott’s Director of Global Wellbeing, explains that these initiatives aim to support associates’ emotional, physical, and mental health, while also encouraging open conversations about mental wellbeing across hotel teams. In addition, Marriott International has expanded its wellbeing strategy by rebranding and extending its Healthy Hotel Certification into TakeCare Certification, which recognises properties that create supportive and inclusive environments for employee wellbeing. The certification assesses practices such as access to wellbeing education, healthy food options, and inclusive workplace culture, and encourages activities such as walking breaks and designated relaxation spaces (Marriott International, 1996-2026). These current initiatives also build on earlier corporate responsibility commitments. Marriott’s Serve360 framework identified health, safety, and wellbeing as priority areas as early as 2015, demonstrating a long-term organisational commitment to employee wellbeing that has since evolved into more structured mental health and resilience programmes (Marriott, 2015). Together, these examples show how large hotel chains are starting to embed employee wellbeing into everyday operations rather than treating mental health as an individual responsibility. Evidence from Marriott’s Serve360 Health, Safety and Wellbeing framework is provided in Appendix A.
Another example of organisational action is seen at InterContinental Hotels Group (IHG), where employee wellbeing is embedded as part of its responsible business commitments. IHG highlights regular wellbeing touchpoints, awareness initiatives, and resources designed to support employees’ mental health and encourage a supportive workplace culture (IHG, 2026).
Another example of organisational action is Accor, which frames employee wellbeing as a core part of its “Future of Work” approach. Accor states that wellbeing is now a priority for employees and that supporting work–life balance and overall wellness helps to attract and retain talent. The company describes practical wellbeing initiatives across its hotels, including wellness programmes and health activities at properties such as Raffles Bali, Fairmont Singapore and Swissôtel the Stamford, and Pullman Singapore Orchard, alongside wider regional wellbeing support such as its VivAH programme in Latin America. These examples show how large hotel groups are responding to mental health and wellbeing concerns by building supportive workplace cultures and offering structured activities that aim to improve employees’ daily wellbeing (Accor, 2025).
A PESTLE analysis (Appendix B) and a SWOT analysis (Appendix C) are included to show the wider external and internal factors influencing employee mental health in the hospitality industry.
5. Conclusion
This paper has examined the growing mental health crisis in the hospitality industry, focusing on its causes, impacts, and organisational responses. Research shows that long hours, heavy workloads, emotional labour, and high pressure increase stress, burnout, and emotional exhaustion among hospitality employees. Poor mental health negatively affects job performance, service quality, and staff retention, which can damage business success. Although some hotel organisations are introducing wellbeing programmes and mental health initiatives, support remains uneven across the sector. Overall, employee mental health should be treated as an organisational responsibility rather than an individual issue. Improving wellbeing is essential for healthier workplaces, better service, and a more sustainable hospitality industry.
6. Recommendations
To reduce mental health problems in the hospitality industry, organisations need to take practical and long-term action. Mental health should be treated as an important business issue, not only as a personal problem for employees. The following recommendations focus on improving working conditions, support systems, and workplace culture.
Firstly, hospitality organisations should create a clear mental health and wellbeing policy. This policy should explain how the organisation supports employee mental health and what help is available. Workloads and staffing levels should be reviewed regularly to make sure employees are not overworked. Long shifts and excessive overtime increase stress and fatigue, so fair scheduling and adequate staffing are essential. Where possible, hotels should offer flexible working arrangements to help staff balance work and personal life.
Secondly, managers should receive mental health training. Supervisors are often the first people to notice changes in employee behaviour, such as tiredness, irritability, or withdrawal. Training can help managers recognise early signs of stress, anxiety, and burnout. Managers should also be trained in how to speak to staff in a supportive and respectful way. When employees feel understood and supported, they are more likely to discuss problems and seek help.
Thirdly, organisations should improve access to mental health support services. This could include employee assistance programmes, confidential counselling, mental health helplines, or partnerships with external wellbeing providers. Information about these services should be clearly communicated to staff. Support should be easy to access and free or low cost where possible.
Hospitality organisations could also partner with industry initiatives such as The Burnt Chef Project, which provides mental health training, awareness programmes, and a free 24/7 text-based support service for hospitality workers. Working with established wellbeing organisations can help hotels offer accessible and trusted mental health support to employees (The Burnt Chef Project, 2021).
Fourthly, hotels should encourage daily wellbeing practices. Simple actions such as allowing regular breaks, providing quiet rest areas, and encouraging hydration and healthy eating can make a difference. Wellbeing activities such as mindfulness sessions, stress management workshops, or physical activity programmes may also support mental health. Small improvements in daily routines can reduce exhaustion and improve morale.
Finally, hospitality organisations must work to reduce stigma around mental health. Mental health awareness campaigns, wellbeing champions, and open discussions can help normalise mental health conversations. Leaders should openly show that mental health matters. Creating a safe and respectful environment where employees feel comfortable talking about mental health is essential.
By applying these recommendations, hospitality organisations can create healthier workplaces, improve employee wellbeing, increase service quality, and reduce staff turnover. Supporting mental health is not only ethical but also vital for the long-term success of the hospitality industry.
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Appendices:
Appendix A:  
Screenshots from Marriott International (2015) Serve360: Health, safety and wellbeing
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Appendix B - PESTLE Analysis: Factors Influencing Employee Mental Health in the Hospitality Industry
	Factor
	Key Issues for Mental Health in Hospitality

	Political
	Government focus on workplace mental health and wellbeing; national strategies promoting mental health awareness; pressure on employers to improve working conditions and employee protection.


	Economic
	Staff shortages increasing workload; low wages in some hospitality roles; rising cost of living increasing financial stress; high turnover creating instability.

	Social
	Stigma around mental health in hospitality; culture of being tough and resilient; high customer expectations; increasing awareness of wellbeing and work-life balance.


	Technological
	Growth of online mental health support platforms; wellbeing apps; digital training for managers; online employee assistance programmes.

	Environmental
	Employer duty of care for health and safety; equality and anti-discrimination laws; legal responsibilities to prevent workplace stress and harassment.

	Legal
	Long working hours; shift work; night work; fast-paced and noisy environments; seasonal peaks increasing pressure.




Appendix C - SWOT Analysis: Mental Health Management in the Hospitality Industry
	Strengths
	Weacknesses

	· Growing awareness of mental health in hospitality
· Some large hotel chains offer wellbeing programmes
· Availability of industry support initiatives (e.g. mental health training, helplines)
· Research evidence highlighting importance of employee wellbeing
· Links between wellbeing, service quality and performance are recognised
	· Long working hours and shift patterns
· High workload and staff shortages
· Stigma around discussing mental health
· Inconsistent support across organisations
· Limited mental health training for managers

	Opportunities
	Threats

	· Expansion of wellbeing policies and strategies
· Mental health training for managers
· Partnerships with wellbeing organisations
· Use of wellbeing apps and digital support
· Flexible working and better scheduling
	· Rising employee burnout
· High staff turnover
· Negative employer reputation
· Decline in service quality
· Difficulty attracting new staff
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