




Essay – Assess the impact of different leadership styles on team effectiveness and employee morale in the hospitality industry.
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The hospitality industry thrives on effective leadership, where the dynamics between team members and their leaders directly influence service quality and employee morale (Pahi et al., 2022). Different leadership styles can have an influence on the overall atmosphere within an organisation creating either a positive or negative impact dependent on the style used (Hasan et al., 2018). This essay will look into the impact of leadership styles on team efficiency and employee morale within the hospitality industry by examining established leadership theories and their practical applications in hotel management. It will look at how different approaches can either enhance or hinder organisational performance and ultimately, highlight the need for hospitality leaders to adopt a flexible and situationally appropriate leadership style to encourage an engaged, motivated, and successful workforce.
Various leadership theories have emerged over the years, each offering distinct perspectives on what constitutes good leadership. This essay will particularly focus on how Mullins’ (2019) leadership theories can be applied within the hospitality sector, highlighting their relevance through real-world examples. In his work, Mullins provides a comprehensive overview of leadership theories, stressing the significance of understanding different interpretations of leadership styles and their practical applications in organisational settings. Mullins categorises leadership styles into several key approaches, including transformational, transactional, servant, and authentic leadership with each of these styles having different implications for team value and employee morale.
Transformational leadership, for instance, is particularly influential in the hospitality industry, where motivating employees to go beyond basic job requirements is essential for exceptional service delivery. Research indicates that transformational leadership correlates with higher job satisfaction and organisational commitment (Bass and Riggio, 2006). When employees perceive their leaders as invested in their personal and professional growth, they are more likely to feel valued and satisfied in their work.
A prime example of this is Ritz-Carlton, known for its commitment to employee empowerment and customer service excellence (Falconi, 2023). The hotel chain’s leadership provides a culture where employees are encouraged to take initiative, resulting in highly engaged staff who feel valued and motivated. Through comprehensive training programs (Zhao, 2020) and a focus on creating a shared vision, Ritz-Carlton’s leaders exemplify Mullins’ concept of transformational leadership, leading to high levels of employee satisfaction and positive guest experiences.
However, there are potential downsides to transformational leadership. Marriott International for instance, encountered challenges during rapid expansion, particularly in the late 1990s and early 2000s under Bill Marriott. Whilst the visionary leadership inspired employees and aimed to enhance the brand's global presence, it’s intense work ethic placed significant pressure amongst staff to adapt quickly to new processes and left many staff feeling overwhelmed and burned out causing many managers to leave (Munck, 2001). This situation underscores the need for balance, demonstrating that an overly ambitious vision can create difficulties in maintaining service consistency and employee morale within a large hotel chain.
On the other hand, transactional leadership emphasises a clear structure, with defined roles and expectations and focuses on the exchanges that occur between leaders and followers, where performance is rewarded based on compliance and achievement of specific goals. 
Hilton Hotels demonstrates transactional leadership in the hospitality industry through its structured approach to performance management. The company sets clear performance targets for staff and rewards employees who meet or exceed these goals with bonuses and recognition (Bybee, 2022). Comprehensive training programs ensure all employees understand their roles and adhere to service standards resulting in a consistent experience across Hilton properties that ultimately will go on to reinforce Hilton's strong reputation in the industry and consistently being ranked highly as one of the best places in the world to work (Hilton, 2024).
According to Oster (2021) this leadership style does come with its drawbacks and one significant limitation is that it may stifle creativity and rigid adherence to procedures can prevent staff from delivering personalised services that could greatly enhance guest experiences. Over time, employees may begin to feel undervalued if they are recognised only for meeting certain standards. This can lead to disengagement and a decline in morale and may consequently face challenges with high employee turnover. Budget hotel chains for example, such as Premier Inn, can often impose strict performance targets ultimately demonstrating the negative effects of transactional leadership in the hospitality sector (Unite the Union, 2018).
Alternatively, servant leadership is based on the growth and well-being of team members and encouraging leaders to serve their teams rather than assert authority. This style has gained traction in the hospitality sector, where the focus on employee welfare can lead to higher morale and better service (Harri Insider Team, 2023). Smith (2005) suggests that servant-leadership places emphasis on employee empowerment and personal development which subsequently can lead to a more productive workplace.
Hyatt Hotels is an excellent example of servant leadership in the hospitality industry. The company creates a culture of care and support for its employees, aligning with its commitment to delivering outstanding guest experiences. Hyatt's leadership encourages managers to prioritise the well-being of their staff, adopting an environment where employees feel valued and empowered (Tmi.org, 2024). One notable initiative is their ‘World of Care’ program, which focuses on supporting employees in their growth and also on empowering employees to take ownership of their roles and providing them with resources to succeed (Hyatt Corporation, 2024). This positive atmosphere is reflected in Hyatt's strong reputation for employee satisfaction demonstrating how servant leadership can lead to success in the hotel industry (Great Place to Work, 2024).
However, the servant leadership style is not without its challenges. One significant drawback is that the collaborative approach can lead to slower decision-making processes. This can be particularly detrimental in fast-paced hotel environments, where quick responses are essential to maintaining service quality. Additionally, servant leaders may risk being perceived as overly accommodating, which can create opportunities for some employees to exploit the supportive culture. This situation can lead to frustration among high-performing team members who feel their efforts are not matched by the contributions of others. (IMD, 2023).
Finally, authentic leadership focuses on honesty, transparency, and ethical behaviour. An example can be seen in the leadership approach at Four Seasons Hotels and Resorts, where leaders prioritise open communication and ethical practices following their ‘Golden Rule’ principle which not only enhances trust among team members but also contributes to reinforcing a culture where employees are encouraged to treat others the way they would wish to be treated (Four Seasons, 2024). As a result, employee satisfaction and engagement levels are significantly higher, supporting the connection between authentic leadership and positive organisational outcomes (Kurian & Nafukho, 2022)  and in the case of Four Seasons, resulting in one of the lowest turnover rates in employee retention in the industry (Solomon, 2015). 
However, the authentic leadership style also presents challenges. One significant risk is the potential for over-transparency, where being excessively open can result in sharing too much information. This situation may create confusion or anxiety among employees, highlighting the need for leaders to balance transparency with the necessity of maintaining confidentiality in certain situations. Additionally, this may also cause a loss of authority making it harder to implement important decisions when necessary. (Educational Wave, 2024).
When comparing these leadership styles in the hospitality industry, it is important to understand how these styles can influence one another and impact overall organisational performance and employee morale.
Transformational leadership often serves as a catalyst for other leadership styles. Its emphasis on inspiration and motivation can encourage a more supportive culture that aligns well with servant leadership principles. Leaders who adopt a transformational approach can empower their team members, creating an environment where employees feel motivated to support one another (Tracey and Hinkin, 1996). For example, when combined, transformational and servant leadership can elevate a strong culture of empowerment, inspiring employees to pursue higher goals while supporting their personal development (Maurizio, 2023). However, if transformational leaders become overly ambitious, they may inadvertently push employees into a transactional mindset focused solely on meeting specific performance metrics, potentially stifling creativity and personalisation when trying to manage growth and expansion of the business (Michigan State University, 2021).
Transactional leadership’s structured approach can provide a necessary foundation for operational efficiency, which can enhance the value of transformational leadership. Clear performance expectations and rewards can create a baseline level of accountability that transformational leaders can build upon (LinkedIn, 2023). However, an overemphasis on transactional elements may detract from transformational and servant leadership qualities. When leaders focus too heavily on compliance and standardisation, it can create a rigid environment where employees may be less able to adapt or anticipate any problems simultaneously inhibiting the fundamental innovation and motivation that transformational and servant leadership seek to inspire (Aarons, 2020).
Servant leadership can greatly enhance transformational leadership by prioritising employee well-being and personal growth. When leaders adopt a servant approach, they create a supportive atmosphere that encourages employees to engage more fully with transformational initiatives. However, servant leadership may also clash with transactional elements. For instance, if a servant leader becomes too accommodating, it may lead to ambiguity in performance expectations, making it challenging to implement a transactional approach effectively and efficiently (Kenton, 2024). This can frustrate high-performing employees who prefer clear structures and rewards for their contributions.
Authentic leadership’s focus on transparency and ethical behaviour can positively impact transformational leadership by encouraging trust and open communication. When leaders are authentic, employees are more likely to engage with transformational initiatives because both leadership styles emphasise on building supportive and trusting relationships (Malloy and Kavussanu, 2021). This trust can also complement servant leadership, as both styles prioritise employee well-being. However, the challenge arises when excessive transparency associated with authentic leadership overlaps with transactional leadership. If too much emphasis is put on the employees performance metrics or organisational challenges rather than their welfare, it may incite disloyalty among employees, detracting from their focus and commitment (Mack, n.d.).
One of the biggest impacts on the evolution of leadership styles in the hospitality industry were the challenges imposed during and following Covid-19. Following the COVID-19 pandemic, many hotels transitioned to a hybrid work model and required a significant shift toward transformational and servant leadership approaches that prioritise employee well-being. For instance, Accor exemplified transformational leadership by focusing on employee wellness through a number of mental health resources and collaborative partners (BW Online Bureau, 2020). Whilst Marriott's "Work Anywhere" program (Marriott Bonvoy, n.d.), allowed employees to choose their work environment, demonstrating the importance of balancing structure with employee satisfaction. This could imply that transactional leadership styles may not be able suitable during crisis as the focus was on managing the mental and physical health of it’s workforce rather than reaching targets (Dwiedienawati et al., 2021).
In conclusion, the various leadership styles explored in this essay - transformational, transactional, servant, and authentic - each influence organisational dynamics in unique and significant ways. Transformational leadership, exemplified by Ritz-Carlton, boosts motivation through employee development, while transactional leadership at Hilton Hotels sets clear goals using metrics but may hinder creativity if too rigid. Servant leadership at Hyatt fosters a supportive culture but can lead to slow decision-making whilst authentic leadership at Four Seasons builds trust but requires careful management to avoid being taken advantage of. The interaction of these styles highlights the need for adaptability in the face of challenges like the COVID-19 pandemic and leaders must look at integrating multiple leadership styles to maintain a motivated workforce and deliver exceptional service. Ultimately, while effective leadership is clearly crucial for lasting success in this constantly evolving industry, it may not or should not rely solely on one leadership style to achieve that feat.
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