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Leadership Approaches in the Hotel Industry
Leadership in the hotel industry is the skill of inspiring employees to create the best for the visitors and the hotel itself. Successful leaders make their strategic decisions and encourage a cooperative culture in the workplace. Some examples of leadership approaches include transformational, transactional, servant, charismatic, and bureaucratic. They determine how the managers generate and direct their teams, and this, in turn, affects everything from the motivation level to operational efficiency. The comparison of these techniques with known leadership theories – the Managerial Grid of Blake and Mouton, Adair's Action-Centred Leadership (ACL), and McGregor's X and Y Theory - gives the opportunity to realise their capabilities and efficiency in the hospitality industry. This essay will break down the distinctive strengths and weaknesses of the styles and provide a critical appraisal of how these approaches match the managerial functions of leadership. Moreover, it will consider the different styles of leadership which are best suited for the varied challenges in the hospitality industry and provide recommendations on the most effective leadership practices to deliver excellent services and achieve operational efficiency.
To begin, transformational leadership describes how a leader influences followers’ behaviour to surpass the expectations of their performance, which, in turn, develops a culture of innovation and personal development (Mullins, 2020). Some traits of this style are: individualised consideration, intellectual stimulation, inspirational motivation, and idealised influence (Hay, 2006; Boddy, 2014). Leaders who use this approach help their teams to be more creative and innovative by developing their own problem-solving skills and providing personalised support and mentorship (Bloisi et al., 2007). Transformational leaders usually develop high-performing teams who are cohesive and committed to organisational goals. They enhance team morale, commitment and cohesion among team members, creating an atmosphere where employees feel they are empowered to contribute meaningfully and even try new ideas (Díaz-Sáenz, 2011). Yet, it has some other difficulties too. Transformational leaders' high standards can sometimes cause employees’ exhaustion, especially when resources and support are not available (Hay, 2006). Also, the situation of the leader being the only visionary person in the organisation may lead to the instability if the leader leaves the organisation. Moreover, transformational leadership follows the "Team Management" style by Blake and Mouton. This approach emphasises a high concern for people and high concern for results (Cho et al., 2018). A notable example of a transformational leader is Arne Sorenson, Marriott International’s former CEO. Sorenson facilitated innovation in guest services with the creation of the culture of inclusivity and employee empowerment (Perkins-Chavis, 2017). He led the company in acquiring Starwood Hotels, expanding Marriott’s global presence while maintaining the core values of customer satisfaction and employee growth (Terrero, 2011). His management style helped create a positive working environment for employees, delivering consistently high quality guest experiences across the diversified line of business.
Second, transactional leadership is a structured type of management that relies on rewards or punishment to achieve performance objectives. It works on the principle of contingency rewards, where compliance is rewarded and disciplinary actions are taken when expectations are not fulfilled (Tavanti, 2018). Its advantages include clear goals-setting, consistent expectations and well-designed roles high in predictability and reliability (Antonakis and House, 2014). Nonetheless, transactional leadership is less creative and flexible compared to transformational leadership.  It tends to focus more on short-term goals than on developing the innovation or long-term growth (Tavanti, 2018). The approach closely corresponds to McGregor's Theory X, which assumes that employees are naturally idle and need to be closely supervised and controlled. It mostly relies on extrinsic motivators such as salary increases, bonuses and promotions and pays more attention to getting things done right and following procedures (Lawter et al., 2015). An example of transactional leadership can be found at the Ritz-Carlton Hotel Company. The hotel’s Gold Standards system is presented as a set of explicit behaviours and service standards that are strictly controlled by reward and discipline systems (Schaefer, 2015). Team members who achieve the company's high level of service standards are publicly acknowledged and given opportunities for promotion and growth within the organisation. Ritz-Carlton has used this approach to keep the same high-quality service everywhere around the globe, resulting in a positive brand reputation (Terrero, 2011). 
Third, servant leadership describes a leader who puts the needs of others first, with the purpose of helping to develop employees and enhance their well-being. It emphasises listening, empathy, and a strong community bond (Coetzer et al., 2017). Servant leaders focus on creating an inclusive workplace where employees feel that their contribution is appreciated and they are well supported; this enhances employee satisfaction and loyalty, empowers employees, and fosters collaboration (Brewer, 2010). Nevertheless, there may be a lack of clear direction in servant leadership. As the focus is on strengthening others, a servant leader can unintentionally overlook the organisational goals or not even establish a strategic vision (Eva et al., 2019). Also, this approach can be time-consuming that requires a lot of time to build up the employees’ skills. Chip Conley, the founder of Joie de Vivre Hospitality, is a good example of servant leadership. He focused on creating an environment that fostered both employees and guests by encouraging them (Pattison, 2010). Through employee empowerment, Conley changed a small chain of boutique hotels into a strong brand, known for high employee morale and guest satisfaction. His leadership approach prioritised staff needs, making sure each person felt acknowledged, motivated, and took ownership of the company's success (Pattison, 2010). Conley’s method aligns with Adair's Action-Centred Leadership (ACL) model that focuses on the “needs of individuals” (Cutler, 2010). Through staff training and inclusive management practices, the company created a dedicated workforce that led to business expansion and improved customer experience.
Fourth, charismatic leadership is characterised by a leader’s unique ability to motivate and win the heart of the followers through his or her personal magnetism, self-confidence, and charisma (Boddy, 2014). Key characteristics include the capacity to communicate effectively, to inspire, and to unify people towards a shared objective. Charismatic leaders are known to enhance employees’ commitment and loyalty and create a strong sense of identity and purpose within the organisation (Conger, 2011). One key benefit of this approach is that it motivates the workforce to give their best and be fully involved in the process, which in turn improves the overall service quality (Grabo et al., 2017). Nevertheless, charismatic leadership results in dependency on one and only highly influential leader. In case the leader leaves or loses credibility, the organisation could face instability or the difficulty in keeping the vision (Fogarty, 2010). Also, charismatic leaders sometimes get too much absorbed in their own vision that they might not be able to make pragmatic decisions (Latif, 2016). One example of a charismatic leader is Bill Marriott Jr., Marriott International’s former CEO. Bill is famous for his ability to motivate employees with an outstanding vision of extraordinary service and innovation (Meslec et al., 2020). His leadership was instrumental in making the company a leading hospitality player across the globe, as he emphasised both staff welfare and guests' satisfaction. He was often seen in hotels, conversing with the staff members, underscoring the company's values and encouraging their enthusiasm. Charismatic leadership is consistent with Blake and Mouton's "Country Club Management" which stresses the need to foster a friendly and supportive environment at work (Strong et al., 2013). Marriott’s charismatic leadership helped the company experience tremendous growth and maintain a high level of customer satisfaction, which demonstrates how this leadership style can be an avenue for great success in the hospitality industry (Nikoloski, 2015).
Lastly, bureaucratic leadership is based on adherence to existing rules, policies, and hierarchy to maintain orderliness and uniformity (Gultom and Situmorang, 2020). Leaders who follow this philosophy emphasise efficiency, precision and clear processes in which everybody is clear about their roles and each procedure follows a certain protocol (Idrus et al., 2015). This approach establishes a clear direction for employees and a smooth running of the business. Bureaucratic leaders are often good at keeping workflow stable, quality control, and compliance with the industry regulations (Arshad et al., 2021). Nevertheless, the strict following of the rules can restrain employees’ creative and innovative abilities. Also, the top-down structure can constrain employee autonomy and might slow down the decision-making process, hindering their ability to adapt to changing market demands (Gultom and Situmorang, 2020). Conrad Hilton, the founder of Hilton Hotels, is a remarkable example of bureaucratic leadership. Hilton set up detailed operating rules to guarantee the high level of service quality all over his rapidly growing hotel empire. He also set up a system where all guests' services were standardised, rooms’ cleanliness and staff training were strictly enforced in all properties (Maclean et al., 2024). This ensured every Hilton hotel kept to the same high standards, so the guests could trust that the quality of service would be the same regardless of the location. Hilton's leadership style is compatible with McGregor's Theory X, which emphasises control and strict adherence to rules (Lawter et al., 2015). Even though Conrad’s leadership style is sometimes criticised for blocking creativity, the framework he established for brand consistency and operational efficiency was the groundwork of Hilton Hotels’ brand expansion and for maintaining its reputation for quality.
In comparing and contrasting the leadership approaches, transformational and charismatic leadership have similar traits in that they are motivating and visionary (Avolio and Yammarino, 2013). Nevertheless, transformational leaders focus on empowerment and development, whereas charismatic leaders rely on their personal appeal to induce loyalty in the followers (Antonakis, 2012). Transactional leadership is more aligned to McGregor’s Theory X, assuming workers will do their best if they are managed by a system of rewards and punishments (Pineda, 2022). While the transactional approach is efficient in simple tasks that require precision, it does not provide the creativity and flexibility found in transformational leadership (McGregor, 2023). Moreover, servant leadership aligns with Action-Centred Leadership (ACL) since it prioritises employees’ needs over immediate results. Morphet (2015) argues that it establishes a supportive environment that can cause high level of employee satisfaction but at the same time can be a barrier for strategic decision making. In contrast, bureaucratic leadership emphasises rule-following and order, which conforms to Theory X and the "task" in Adair's model (Gultom and Situmorang, 2020). Yet, it could stifle employees’ creativity and adaptability due to rigid structures. 
Transformational and servant leadership are the most preferred in hospitality because they motivate, empower and develop teams holistically (Mullins & Dosser, 2013). Transformational leaders motivate employees through a clear vision, which in turn leads to creativity and innovation. This aligns with the hospitality sector’s dynamic nature and need for quality services (Whitelaw, 2013). Four Seasons Hotels and Resorts has adopted a transformational leadership style through its Lead With Love campaign, which seeks to encourage employees to do more than just fulfil their professional duties (Chandika Karunasekara, et al., 2021). This cultivates a culture of creativity and ownership, ensuring quality customer experience. Servant leadership focuses on listening, understanding, and employees' well-being. This style of management creates an environment where employees are engaged and loyal, which is the basis for efficient service delivery (Mullins, 2016). A good example is The Ritz-Carlton’s Ladies and Gentlemen serving Ladies and Gentlemen philosophy. Employees are allowed to make decisions on their own to satisfy the guests' needs, the hotel is always assured of good service (Eringa, 2019).
In summary, the leadership approaches discussed above have distinctive strengths and weaknesses. Transformational and servant leadership are the most effective ones, because they put employee empowerment, creativity and personalised service to the forefront, which are the factors that are most crucial for the hospitality industry to provide guest-centred experiences. Charismatic leadership can inspire loyalty and promote high performance, but it may also result in excessive dependence on only one person. Also, transactional and bureaucratic styles can ensure structure and consistency but they can be inflexible and inhibit creativity. Since the hospitality industry is dynamic, the most suitable ways of leadership should combine transformational and servant leadership principles. These approaches guarantee adaptability while maintaining a supportive and empowering culture. Future research should focus on how these styles can be well used along with other management strategies and adjusted to different organisational structures to improve service quality and operational excellence in the sector which is being developed very fast.
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