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This original unpublished study explored the impact of COVID-19 on women 

working in the hospitality industry. The industry is a significant employer and 

its workforce has been, and continues to be, adversely affected by the COVID-

19 crisis. 1 Worldwide, much of the hospitality workforce is female-dominated2  

and, globally, women were most affected by the pandemic and suffered more 

job losses than men in the unpredictable and changing conditions.3 Therefore, 

exploring women's employment in the hospitality industry during the crisis is 

an important issue to investigate. 

Before COVID-19, women employed in hospitality had poorer quality jobs, 

with lower pay and fewer career opportunities than men.4 From a critical 

perspective, women's weaker employment position appears related to three 

aspects of hospitality organisations. Firstly, the glass ceiling associated with the 

absence of a gender equality lens in organisations forms invisible barriers that 

hinder women's careers. 5   Secondly, women's underrepresentation in executive 

management teams leads to their lack of agency in overcoming long-standing 

gender injustices.6 Thirdly, negative gender-based stereotypes related to 

women's presumed domestic skills and the feminised nature of many jobs, for 

example, housekeeping, retain women at the industry's lower levels; women 

working in the hospitality industry are stereotyped as prioritising family and 

household responsibilities. 6, 7  

An interpretivist approach guided the collection of secondary data from three 

mass media news sources with a New Zealand focus: Radio New Zealand, the 

New Zealand Herald, and the Guardian. A convenience sampling strategy was 

used to collect 63 relevant news reports, from 23rd January to 23rd September 

2020, by selecting keywords such as 'women in COVID-19' and ‘hospitality 

work’, from the targeted news platforms. Data analysis according to Braun and 

Clark's (2013) thematic analytical method 8  revealed four main themes related 

to COVID-19's impact on the hospitality industry, and women's employment. 

The routine social and physical interactions between people ceased abruptly, 

or were disrupted by COVID-19, leading to changes in hospitality operations 

and to the workforce. Women's hospitality employment and careers also 

changed significantly. Whether they were forced to, or 'voluntarily' stayed 

home, women  suddenly assumed the role of primary caregiver, along with 

domestic responsibilities and extra time-consuming commitments, such as 

children’s schooling. Consequently, women lost their jobs and were unable to 
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avail of any new opportunities posed by the COVID-19 crisis.  

The key finding of this study is that the historic gender-based stereotyping of 

women employees (that they will prioritise family responsibilities) became the 

new reality for many women during the COVID-19 crisis. Following lockdown 

situations,  while women remained at home, men tended to go back to work. 

Therefore, as women already held a disadvantaged employment position 

before COVID-19, this novel crisis only magnified existing problems. The study 

showed the benefit of using mass media as data sources in hospitality research 

as they gave ‘real time’ snapshots of the negative effects of the Covid-19 crisis 

for women workers in the hospitality industry, in New Zealand and globally. 

The crucial message is that finally, gender equality must become an important 

priority for hospitality organisations post-pandemic.  
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