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ABSTRACT

Mental health is an integral component of overall well-being, yet its prioritisation in India
remains limited. Traditional Indian lifestyles are largely structured around family-centric
routines aligned with the 9-to-5 workday. The expansion of multinational corporations
(MNCs) and global outsourcing has disrupted this rhythm, requiring employees to work night
shifts, early morning schedules, and irregular hours to serve international clients. This
qualitative study explores the psychological and social implications of non-standard work
schedules for Indian employees. Semi-structured interviews with ten participants working in
different MNCs revealed recurrent themes of sleep disruption, fatigue, social isolation, and
limited organisational support. Participants reported coping strategies such as meditation,
strict routines, and peer support, though these provided only partial relief. Findings
underscore the need for culturally sensitive mental health services, organisational
interventions, and policy reforms that recognise the unique challenges of time-zone
misalignment. The study highlights the importance of integrating routine mental health
assessments and workplace wellness programs tailored for shift workers.

Keywords: Occupational Stress, Shift Work, Psychological Well-Being, Work-Life Balance,
Mental Health Access

he study of mental health has evolved significantly since René Descartes first

proposed the concept of mind-body dualism in the 17th century, laying the

philosophical groundwork for modern psychology. The formal emergence of
psychology as a scientific discipline in 1879 with Wilhelm Wundt’s first research laboratory
has since led to numerous specialised branches, including occupational psychology, which
examines well-being in the workplace. Despite a growing awareness of mental health's
importance, routine psychological assessments remain far less common than physical health
check-ups. This disparity is concerning, as psychological distress from factors like stress and
fatigue is proven to have a bidirectional relationship with physical health.

This issue is particularly prominent within India's Information Technology (IT) sector. As a
dominant player in the global IT services market, the Indian workforce frequently operates
on non-standard schedules—including night and early morning shifts—to align with clients
in different time zones, primarily in the United States and Europe. This practice, driven by
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"time arbitrage," creates round-the-clock productivity for global firms but imposes
significant human costs. Employees working these shifts report recurrent patterns of sleep
disruption, emotional fatigue, irritability, and social isolation. They face difficulties
reconciling their work schedules with Indian cultural and familial obligations, such as
festivals and family interactions. Existing corporate wellness programs and Employee
Assistance Programs (EAPs) are often designed for a conventional 9-to-5 workforce and are
largely inaccessible to off-shift employees, creating a critical gap in support. This study
addresses the urgent need to understand the lived experiences of these employees to
advocate for accessible, culturally sensitive, and appropriately timed mental health
interventions.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Research on psychotherapy in India emphasises the necessity of culturally adapted
interventions to address unique stressors faced by Indian employees (Selvapandiyan et al.,
2024). Workplace studies highlight that nearly half of Indian corporate workers experience
depression or anxiety, which adversely affects productivity, absenteeism, and retention
(Social Support and Psychological Well-Being Among Office Employees, 2019).

Workplace mental health interventions in India remain nascent, with calls for cost-
effectiveness analyses and policy integration (Pandya et al., 2022). Broader sociological
work emphasises the human costs of “time arbitrage,” where corporations exploit time zone
differences, often at the expense of employees’ health (Mirchandani, 2009; Nadeem, 2008b).
Gendered perspectives reveal that women on night shifts face heightened risks, including
disrupted family life and health complications (Divya et al., 2019).

Additionally, HR interventions such as flexible schedules, childcare, and wellness programs
demonstrate effectiveness in mitigating work—life stress (Baral & Bhargava, 2012). Yet, a
persistent culture of long working hours in India continues to erode employee well-being
(India Today, 2024). Overall, the literature points to a pressing need for holistic
interventions that combine organisational support, cultural awareness, and accessible mental
health care.

METHODOLOGY

This study was conducted between June and August 2025, involving participants from
various cities across India, including Pune, Bengaluru, Hyderabad, Gurgaon, Noida,
Mumbai, New Delhi, Chennai, and Chandigarh. The research employed a qualitative design
to gather in-depth experiential data.

Objectives

The primary objective of this research is to analyse the impact of non-standard work
schedules on the mental health of MNC employees in India. The study aims to identify the
specific challenges faced by this demographic and to investigate the gap between available
organisational support and employee needs, thereby highlighting the necessity for improved
accessibility to mental health care.

Hypotheses

The central hypothesis is that Indian MNC employees working non-standard schedules to
align with foreign time zones experience significant negative impacts on their mental health,
including increased occupational stress, severe sleep disruption, and social isolation, which
are inadequately addressed by existing corporate wellness structures.
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Participants

The study included 10 participants employed by various MNCs in India. A purposive
sampling method was used to ensure diversity in age, gender, role, and geographical
location. A key criterion for inclusion was a minimum of four years of experience working
in non-standard shifts to ensure participants could provide insight into the long-term effects.

Materials

A semi-structured interview guide was the primary tool for data collection. The guide
included open-ended questions designed to explore participants' work schedules, the impact
on their mental and physical health, changes in their social and family life, personal coping
strategies, and perceptions of their organisation's mental health support.

Data Collection

Data were collected through one-on-one, semi-structured interviews conducted either in-
person or via telephone. Each interview was designed to last approximately 45-60 minutes.
Strict ethical guidelines were followed; participants were informed of the study's purpose
and their right to withdraw, and informed consent was obtained from all. Anonymity and
confidentiality of responses were guaranteed.

Scoring

As a qualitative study, the data were not scored numerically. Instead, the interview
transcripts were subjected to a rigorous analytical process. The data were analysed using
Thematic Analysis to identify recurring patterns, themes, and ideas, complemented by
Within-Case and Cross-Case Analysis to explore individual experiences in depth and
compare them across participants to identify similarities and differences.

Psychological Variables
The key psychological variables explored during the interviews included:
e Mental Health Impact: Perceived changes in mood, anxiety, stress, and emotional
exhaustion.
e Sleep and Fatigue: Experiences with sleep disturbances, quality of rest, and chronic
fatigue.
e Social Well-being: Feelings of social isolation or disconnection from family,
friends, and cultural events.
e Coping Mechanisms: Strategies and habits adopted by individuals to manage the
challenges of their work schedule.
e Organisational Support: Perception of the adequacy and accessibility of company-
provided mental health resources like counselling and wellness programs.

RESULTS

Findings revealed consistent patterns across cases:

e Sleep Disruption: Participants frequently reported chronic fatigue, insomnia, and
difficulty sustaining restorative sleep. Noise, irregular schedules, and circadian
misalignment exacerbated exhaustion.

e Social Isolation: Many described missing family gatherings, festivals, and daily
interactions. Night and early morning shifts limited opportunities for social
engagement, producing feelings of loneliness.
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e Emotional Fatigue: Participants reported irritability, reduced concentration, and
mood fluctuations linked to prolonged misalignment between professional and
personal life.

e Coping Mechanisms: Strategies included meditation, blackout curtains, caffeine
regulation, and structured routines. While these offered temporary relief, they were
insufficient for long-term well-being.

e Organisational Support Gaps: Although wellness programs and Employee
Assistance Programs (EAPs) existed, they were typically offered during daytime
hours, excluding off-shift employees. Stigma around mental health further limited
utilisation.

DISCUSSION

The results reinforce prior research linking non-standard work schedules with circadian
disruption, psychological distress, and social strain (Rajaratnam & Arendt, 2001; Chellappa
et al.,, 2020). Employees’ narratives highlight how cultural expectations—such as
participation in family events—intensify the burden of shift work in India.

Organisational efforts, while present, often fail to reach night-shift employees due to
scheduling misalignment and limited cultural sensitivity. This aligns with findings that
workplace wellness programs in India remain symbolic rather than substantive (HSE, 2022).
Importantly, some employees voluntarily accepted shifts for financial or familial reasons,
reflecting a complex trade-off between economic opportunity and personal health.

The study underscores the need for organisational reforms, including flexible scheduling,
night-time mental health services, and culturally sensitive leave policies. By integrating
mental health into occupational health practices, MNCs can promote sustainable workforce
performance while supporting employee well-being.

CONCLUSION

This study concludes that non-standard work schedules impose significant psychological
and social burdens on India's IT workforce.
1. Circadian disruption, chronic fatigue, and social isolation are pervasive challenges
for employees working non-standard hours.
2. The negative impacts are most severe for employees on irregular or rotating shifts
compared to those on fixed schedules.
3. Employee agency, voluntariness, and the ability to reframe the work positively can
significantly mediate adverse mental health outcomes.
4. A critical disconnect exists between the provision of corporate wellness programs
and their accessibility to night-shift employees.
5. Organisations must develop tailored, shift-specific, and accessible mental health
interventions to foster sustainable well-being for this vital segment of the workforce.
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