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Leadership plays a pivotal role in shaping the dynamics of teams and influencing employee morale within the hospitality industry. As a sector heavily reliant on customer service and personalised guest experiences, leadership's effectiveness can significantly impact staff performance and guest satisfaction. Effective leadership fosters high team performance, increases motivation, and enhances job satisfaction, whereas poor leadership may result in disengagement and reduced productivity (Hoang et al, 2021). Different leadership styles, such as transformational, servant, transactional, autocratic, democratic, and laissez-faire, offer distinct approaches to managing teams and driving organisational success. While transformational and servant leadership foster innovation and ethical practices, styles like transactional and autocratic focus on efficiency and control. Among these, laissez-faire leadership stands out for its emphasis on employee autonomy and minimal managerial intervention. This essay explores how laissez-faire leadership influences team effectiveness and employee morale in hotel management, drawing on leadership theories, empirical research, and real-world examples from prominent hotels such as Treehouse Hotel London and The Four Seasons Hotel Hampshire. By examining the benefits and challenges of laissez-faire leadership, this essay provides insights into how this leadership style can be optimised within the hospitality industry.
Transformational leaders drive their teams by articulating an inspiring future, promoting innovative thinking, and supporting continuous professional development (Al-Edenat, 2018). They cultivate a strong organisational purpose and motivate staff to exceed their typical performance boundaries. This leadership style often leads to enhanced creativity, increased employee engagement, and sustained business growth (Abbas & Ali, 2021). However, during times of crisis, transformational leaders may face challenges in making swift decisions due to their inclusive and visionary approach. Elon Musk exemplifies this leadership style, driving groundbreaking innovation while also facing criticism for his unpredictable management practices (Khan, 2021). Similarly, servant leadership emphasises ethical leadership, employee well-being, and team development (Canavesi & Minelli, 2022). This approach leads to more satisfied workers staying at the company for extended periods. However, excessive focus on people over profits can result in slow decision-making and inefficiencies. Yet, servant leadership struggles in highly competitive industries that demand assertiveness (Mcquade et al 2021). For example, servant leadership proved successful for Starbucks under Howard Schultz, but it does not work well in corporate structures where quick, decisive action is needed (Dimitrakaki, 2023).  Behavioural leadership theory categorises leadership into two primary styles: task-oriented and relationship-oriented (Banks et al, 2021). Task-oriented leaders focus on achieving efficiency by setting clear goals, establishing structured processes, and emphasising organised execution. In contrast, relationship-oriented leaders prioritise building strong interpersonal relationships, fostering employee engagement, and enhancing motivation (Canavesi & Minelli, 2022). While relationship-oriented leadership promotes supportive workplace cultures and boosts employee satisfaction, an overemphasis on relationships at the expense of task focus can sometimes lead to inefficiencies in meeting operational targets. In the view of Abbas and Ali (2021), transactional leadership is structured, hierarchical, and focused on performance-based rewards and punishments. The organisational procedures function through this approach to maintain efficiency and dependable operations. However, this style limits creativity, innovation, and employee autonomy (Al-edenat, 2018). The sense of disengagement among employees results in decreased satisfaction at work. For instance, Jeff Bezos incorporated transactional leadership into Amazon's operations to ensure efficiency but received negative reviews for creating a rigid work culture (Adigwe, 2024). 
Autocratic leaders make unilateral decisions, maintaining full control over teams and processes (Ahmed & Simha, 2023). This leadership style is particularly effective in crisis situations or high-risk environments where swift, decisive action is required, as it allows for quick decision-making without the delays of group consultation. However, while it may ensure efficiency and order, autocratic leadership often limits creativity, stifles innovation, and reduces employee autonomy (Ahmed & Simha, 2023). Employees under autocratic leadership may experience demoralisation and disengagement, resulting in lower job satisfaction and, eventually, higher employee turnover. Excessive reliance on this approach can foster employee resistance and result in significant staff departures. In contrast, democratic leaders actively involve employees in decision-making, creating a cooperative atmosphere that encourages teamwork and innovation (Wahyuwardhana & Wisesa, 2024). This inclusive leadership style leads to higher levels of job satisfaction, stronger team cohesion, and greater employee commitment. By valuing diverse perspectives and promoting open communication, democratic leadership not only enhances employee morale but also drives creative problem-solving and continuous improvement within organisations.
In the view of Clément Desgourdes et al (2023), Laissez-faire leadership offers employees autonomy, allowing them to make independent decisions. The leadership approach functions effectively when direct workers need room to generate new ideas in creative business fields. Intermittent autonomy in working processes without proper management creates challenges with guidance provision and employee responsibility, along with declining performance levels (Cho et al, 2020). Laissez-faire leadership brings positive results for skilled teams but fails to produce effective results with unskilled employees (López-Cabarcos et al, 2024). When an organisation lacks balance between laissez-faire leadership approaches the performance deteriorates along with goal alignment (Hoque, 2025). By implementing laissez-faire leadership, organisations allow employees to make independent decisions, driving creative innovation in service delivery, especially in creative industries. This approach benefits experienced staff who thrive on autonomy but can lead to confusion and inconsistency among inexperienced teams who require more guidance (Clément Desgourdes et al, 2023). Operational inefficiencies often arise when employees receive informal supervision instead of structured guidance. However, decision-making freedom within the workplace enables staff to develop critical thinking and problem-solving skills (Frega, 2020). Weak accountability systems can lead to operational gaps and inconsistent service delivery. When given the freedom to lead, employees develop stronger performance skills and take full responsibility for their assigned work (Frega, 2020). According to Clément Desgourdes et al (2023), staff members develop their abilities to serve and handle crises through a laissez-faire leadership approach. However, poor coordination between teams can become a challenge when there is no central authority providing clear guidance. This lack of oversight may slow down service operations and result in inconsistent service quality, leading to varied guest experiences. The laissez-faire approach proves effective when staff members are highly trained and self-motivated, as they can operate efficiently with minimal supervision (López-Cabarcos et al, 2024). For expert teams, reduced supervision can streamline decision-making processes and enhance service speed. In hospitality, granting autonomy allows team members to customise guest experiences, often resulting in higher guest satisfaction. However, in teams lacking adequate experience or direction, inconsistent decision-making may confuse guests and lead to operational inefficiencies. Cho et al (2020) found that empowering employees through job autonomy fosters a sense of trust and confidence, which positively influences job performance. Similarly, Kim and Jung (2022) demonstrated that aligning organisational culture with employee competencies reduces perceived workplace stress, indirectly improving motivation and decreasing turnover intentions. When employees feel valued and supported, their commitment to the organisation tends to strengthen. Unclear direction from managers causes employees to feel unsupported, which subsequently decreases their morale (Bishop, 2024). In contrast, self-motivated employees who thrive in autonomous environments often engage more effectively under laissez-faire leadership. This leadership style allows them to develop critical skills and advance in their careers, provided they possess the necessary self-discipline and expertise (López-Cabarcos et al, 2024). High-performing employees often value self-direction and autonomy, which can lead to greater engagement and commitment to their work (Kim and Jung, 2022). When organisations fail to provide clear guidance, less experienced or lower-performing staff may feel unsupported, which can hinder their success and productivity. This disparity in performance and behaviour among team members can create tension and reduce overall morale within the workforce. Laissez-faire leadership, characterised by minimal managerial intervention, can reduce workplace pressure by allowing employees the freedom to manage their tasks independently (Clément Desgourdes et al, 2023). This approach can foster a relaxed work environment, which may help reduce stress and prevent burnout for highly skilled and self-motivated employees. However, for employees who require more direction and support, the lack of structured feedback and guidance can result in confusion, decreased performance, and missed opportunities for skill development. Without consistent feedback and training, employees may struggle to grow professionally, potentially impacting both individual and organisational outcomes (Zhang et al, 2023). 
Treehouse Hotel London embraces a playful, sustainable, and nostalgic approach, positioning itself as a unique urban hideaway designed to evoke childhood curiosity and wonder (Treehouse Hotel, 2024). This creative ethos is reflected in the guest experience, with employees encouraged to contribute to a welcoming and personalised atmosphere. Laissez-faire leadership, characterised by granting employees significant autonomy, can foster creativity and innovation in such environments. Desgourdes et al (2023) found that laissez-faire leadership increases employee autonomy and can positively influence workplace well-being for highly skilled and self-motivated teams. However, the absence of structured leadership can also result in service quality inconsistencies, particularly in hospitality settings where different employees may interpret service standards in varying ways. This can lead to variations in guest experiences depending on which staff members they interact with (Zhang et al, 2023). The Four Seasons Hotel Hampshire is renowned for delivering exceptional guest service, emphasising personalised and attentive experiences crafted by its dedicated staff (The Four Seasons, 2024). The hotel fosters a culture where employees are encouraged to take initiative and contribute to creating memorable moments for guests. This empowerment aligns with the company’s broader commitment to fostering an engaging and supportive work environment. According to the Four Seasons' official website, “Our exceptional guest service is delivered by global teams of passionate, empathetic, engaging, curious, and creatively brave employees” (The Four Seasons, 2024). Employee empowerment at the Four Seasons is designed to enhance job satisfaction and morale. Cho et al (2020) highlight that autonomy in the workplace fosters trust and confidence, which can lead to increased job performance and satisfaction. Similarly, López-Cabarcos et al (2024) suggest that leadership styles promoting autonomy can reduce workplace stress and enhance employee well-being. At the Four Seasons Hotel Hampshire, this approach likely contributes to a positive team environment where staff members feel motivated and proud of their work. 
Managers are encouraged to establish a balance between granting staff autonomy and providing clear guidelines to address the challenges associated with laissez-faire leadership. Employees should be empowered to make decisions while adhering to standardised procedures that ensure consistency in service delivery. Regular consultations and performance reviews help staff align with hotel standards and expectations (Cho et al, 2020). When managers foster an environment that encourages innovation within defined boundaries, it leads to improved team effectiveness, higher morale, reduced confusion, and greater job satisfaction (Hoque, 2025). However, in laissez-faire environments, employees may feel neglected if they do not receive sufficient feedback for their growth and development. Targeted feedback enhances employee morale and reinforces the connection between individual contributions and organisational success (López-Cabarcos et al, 2024). Moreover, employees in laissez-faire systems often experience disengagement when growth opportunities are limited. To counter this, organisations should establish structured career development programs and regular training sessions (Abbas and Ali, 2021). For instance, The Treehouse Hotel London could offer leadership development programs that gradually increase staff responsibilities. Cross-training in multiple hotel operations can enhance flexibility, build valuable skills, and increase employee engagement. Employees who see clear career advancement pathways are more likely to remain motivated and perform at higher levels (Kim and Jung, 2022). In addition to career development, the absence of employee recognition in laissez-faire environments may cause individuals to feel disconnected and underappreciated. To combat this, hotels should implement recognition programs and encourage social activities, such as team dining events and charitable initiatives, to strengthen relationships and team spirit. Recognising employee efforts boosts motivation and, in turn, improves overall performance outcomes (Frega, 2020).
In conclusion, how leaders manage and guide their teams plays a vital role in influencing team performance and staff morale within the hospitality sector. Laissez-faire leadership, characterised by granting employees significant autonomy, offers both opportunities and challenges. While it can foster creativity, innovation, and job satisfaction among highly skilled and self-motivated employees, it may also lead to inconsistencies in service quality and operational inefficiencies if not carefully managed. Real-world examples from hotels like Treehouse Hotel London and The Four Seasons Hotel Hampshire illustrate how autonomy can enhance guest experiences and employee engagement when balanced with structured guidance and feedback. To mitigate the potential drawbacks of laissez-faire leadership, it is essential for managers to establish clear communication channels, provide regular feedback, and offer structured career development opportunities. By striking the right balance between autonomy and oversight, hospitality leaders can foster a supportive and dynamic workplace that enhances employee well-being while driving the organisation's success.
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