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The leadership terrain in the hospitality industry is constantly changing and varied, requiring a sophisticated comprehension of different leadership theories to navigate successfully. This essay examines the significance and implementation of three prominent leadership theories—Trait Theory, Hersey-Blanchard Situational Leadership, and Transactional Leadership—specifically in the hospitality industry. The objective is to analyse how these theories enhance efficient management strategies, encompassing their influence on decision-making, motivation, and organisational culture. This essay aims to provide insights into aligning leadership approaches with the unique challenges and goals of the hospitality industry by analysing the advantages, limitations, and practical examples of each leadership style.

The Trait Theory discussed by Derue et al. (2011) asserts that specific innate characteristics differentiate individuals who are leaders from those who are not, implying that qualities such as intelligence, determination, and integrity are essential for effective leadership. This theory posits that these characteristics remain relatively constant in various situations and environments, consistently contributing to the effectiveness of leadership (Yue, 2020). Yue's study supports the conclusions of Chao and Chang (2013), who highlight decisiveness and ethical behaviour as crucial leadership qualities that impact organisational results.
Within the hospitality industry, the utilisation of Trait Theory offers a structured approach to recognizing and nurturing leaders who possess the ability to excel in diverse situations consistently. Successful leaders in this industry typically demonstrate high service orientation and interpersonal skills, which are essential for effectively managing teams with diverse backgrounds and ensuring customer satisfaction (Olila, 2020). These characteristics correspond to the ones identified by Baczynska and Rowiński (2015), who emphasise the significance of emotional stability and adaptability in leadership within rapidly changing service environments.
Nevertheless, Trait Theory is constrained by its limitations, especially in dynamic and culturally diverse environments that are common in the hospitality industry. Exclusively, depending on innate characteristics, significant situational requirements and the cultural variety within teams may fail to be considered. This theory frequently fails to recognise the significance of adaptive leadership behaviours that effectively address evolving team dynamics and customer requirements (Jalšenjak & Richards, 2023). Jalšenjak and Richards also express these criticisms, contending that Trait Theory may not sufficiently equip leaders to navigate the intricacies of global hospitality management.
A notable illustration of the application of Trait Theory is observed in Barry Sternlicht's leadership at Starwood Hotels, as discussed by Linton et al. (2019). Barry’s innovative approach and strategic mindset, essential qualities of successful leaders, played a crucial role in rebranding and expanding Starwood's luxury portfolio. Sternlicht's ability to foresee market trends and combine luxury with exceptional customer service showcases how inherent leadership qualities can propel substantial organisational expansion (Yue, 2020).
Although Trait Theory has advantages, its main limitation in the hospitality context is its lack of flexibility to accommodate the diverse needs of both the workforce and customers. The current leadership approach may not adequately address the efficient management of cross-cultural teams or the evolving dynamics of the global hospitality industry, highlighting the necessity for a more flexible leadership approach in these contexts (Jalšenjak & Richards, 2023).
Savic and Dariescu (2020) highlight the importance of hospitality managers modifying their leadership styles to effectively manage teams with different members. To tackle issues such as miscommunication and conflicting expectations, it is necessary to grasp various cultural norms and promote efficient cross-cultural communication (Savic & Dariescu, 2020).
Paudel et al. (2021) emphasise that managers' ability to communicate effectively substantially influences team cohesiveness and conflict handling, ultimately resulting in improved performance in multicultural teams. The authors propose using enhanced communication strategies to strengthen the establishment of objectives, collaboration, and overall quality of service to guests (Paudel et al., 2021).

The Hersey-Blanchard Situational Leadership Theory states that the most efficient leadership approach changes based on the readiness of the followers and the situational factors. Marić et al. (2022) assert that adaptability is crucial in the theory. The theory classifies follower readiness into four levels, ranging from low to high maturity, which necessitate different leadership approaches, varying from directing to delegating. Thompson and Glasø (2018) highlight that a leader's effectiveness depends on the proper alignment of their leadership behaviour with the competence and commitment levels of their followers.
Situational leadership in the hospitality industry provides adaptability to effectively manage a diverse workforce and handle changing customer service needs. Nevertheless, Thompson and Glasø (2015) contend that the theory's dependence on precise evaluation of follower maturity can complicate its implementation, potentially resulting in incongruities between leadership style and follower requirements. Moreover, various cultural backgrounds within hospitality teams can weaken the impact of predetermined leadership styles, indicating a necessity for leaders who can flexibly adapt their approaches (Vandayani et al., 2015).
The application of situational leadership by Chris Nassetta, the CEO of Hilton Worldwide, as discussed by Rockett (2024), serves as a tangible illustration. Nassetta effectively implemented substantial organisational changes that enhanced company value and market share by adjusting his leadership style to align with the readiness levels of his management team. The author's methodology demonstrates the tangible advantages of the theory in practical situations by adapting leadership styles to meet the individual requirements of team members, thereby fostering organisational achievement (Marić et al., 2022).
Nevertheless, the theory encounters constraints when employed in non-traditional or culturally diverse teams. The designated leadership styles may need to comprehensively consider the intricate dynamics of such groups, where diverse cultural backgrounds impact how followers perceive authority and leadership effectiveness. Bedford and Gehlert (2013) state that leadership inefficiencies can occur when leaders misjudge follower readiness or cultural interpretations. This emphasises the importance of leaders acquiring a more profound and culturally informed understanding of their teams.

Transactional leadership is a leadership style that emphasises the exchange of rewards between leaders and followers. It operates on the assumption that team members agree to obey their leader in exchange for anticipated rewards (Khairy et al., 2023). Edeh (2020) states that this leadership style is based on establishing explicit goals and performance standards, which can effectively enhance employee motivation by utilising rewards and penalties based on performance results.
Transactional leadership can provide significant advantages in the hospitality industry. Kara et al. (2013) emphasised that the organised framework and incentive systems commonly associated with transactional leadership can improve employee job satisfaction by offering concrete rewards for meeting specific objectives. Nevertheless, the constraints of this model in the hospitality industry arise from its potentially inflexible framework, which could impede the development of creativity and innovation—essential components in a constantly evolving service-oriented sector (Vukovic et al., 2018).
Foucar-Szocki et al. (2004) discussed Bill Marriott's management style at Marriott International, which pragmatically exemplifies transactional leadership. This model is applied by Marriott's focus on operational efficiency and customer satisfaction achieved through standardised service delivery. Marriott implemented a strategy that included offering distinct incentives for achieving performance goals. While this approach motivated the staff, it occasionally restricted opportunities for introducing innovative service enhancements (Khairy et al., 2023).
Transactional leadership encounters difficulties in settings that demand elevated levels of creativity and innovation. Within the hospitality industry, being able to stand out from competitors by being innovative is crucial. However, if employees are solely focused on completing short-term tasks and receiving immediate rewards, they may be encouraged to seek creative solutions that offer only some benefits (Vukovic et al., 2018). This constraint implies a necessity to incorporate more adaptable leadership styles, fostering creativity while still preserving the advantages of transactional leadership in terms of efficiency.

Leadership theories, including Trait theory, Hersey-Blanchard's Situational theory, and Transactional theory, present different approaches and have specific implications for the hospitality industry. The Trait Theory suggests that influential leaders possess inherent qualities; however, their inflexibility may need to consider the dynamic nature of hospitality management. Komarnitskyi et al. (2020) argue that although trait leadership promotes consistent decision-making, it cannot accommodate the diverse needs of teams, which is essential in global hospitality settings.
Hersey-Blanchard's Situational Leadership Theory highlights the importance of adaptability, suggesting that leadership styles should be adjusted according to team members' maturity and competence. Bovsh et al. (2020) propose that this flexibility is advantageous in the hospitality industry, as it allows for accommodating the changing needs of both employees and customers. However, the theory's efficacy depends on the precise evaluation of employees' preparedness, which can be difficult in diverse and transient hospitality teams.
Transactional Leadership emphasises the establishment of explicit agreements between leaders and followers, where performance is rewarded through incentives. The clarity and structure of information can enhance operational efficiency, which is crucial in service-oriented industries such as hotels and restaurants. Elkhwesky et al. (2022) have pointed out that transactional leadership can impede innovation, a significant disadvantage in an industry that relies on creativity and ongoing improvement.
The practical ramifications of these theories in the hospitality industry are substantial. However, their constraints are equally noteworthy. Trait Theory needs adaptability to effectively manage the cultural and operational diversity inherent in the hospitality industry. Implementing Situational Leadership may be challenging in large or diverse settings due to the need for a nuanced understanding of individual and cultural differences, as highlighted by Chon and Zoltan (2019).
The emphasis of transactional leadership on performance-based rewards can yield immediate outcomes, but it may hinder long-term innovation and employee motivation if not combined with additional transformational strategies. Huertas-Valdivia et al. (2019) argue that a combination of leadership styles is likely more effective than strictly adhering to one particular style due to the demand for innovation in the hospitality industry.
Ultimately, although every leadership theory provides valuable perspectives, its implementation in the hospitality industry must be nuanced and flexible. Leaders in this field gain advantages by incorporating elements of these theories and adapting their approach to their particular organisational culture and the distinct requirements of their customers and employees. The future of leadership in the hospitality industry is expected to adopt a hybrid model that integrates the stability of transactional methods with the flexibility of situational leadership and the forward-thinking approach of trait-based leadership.

Leadership styles significantly impact important managerial tasks in the hospitality industry, such as decision-making, motivation, and the formation of organisational culture. Hossny (2019) suggests that transactional leadership, which prioritises well-defined tasks and rewards based on performance, can improve decision-making efficiency by offering explicit guidelines for choices and actions. This style closely corresponds to the operational requirements in the hospitality industry, where making timely and accurate decisions is essential for ensuring customer satisfaction and operational effectiveness.
Transformational leadership, known for its capacity to inspire and motivate employees through idealised influence and intellectual stimulation, is crucial for motivation. Kara et al. (2013) discovered that this leadership style improves job satisfaction and employee well-being, which is essential in motivating individuals in demanding hospitality settings. Transformational leaders can enhance employee morale and productivity by cultivating an engaging and supportive work environment.
Moreover, leadership styles significantly impact the organisational culture in the hospitality industry. Huertas-Valdivia et al. (2019) describe the leadership styles of empowerment and servant leadership foster a culture that emphasises exceptional service and innovation. These styles prioritise employee development and participation, fostering a service-oriented culture that ensures customer satisfaction and loyalty in hospitality settings.
Nevertheless, the compatibility between these leadership styles and organisational objectives in the hospitality industry is complex. Although effective in managing daily operations, transactional leadership can inhibit creativity, which is crucial for fostering innovation in services. However, it is essential to balance transformational and empowering leadership styles, which promote innovation and employee engagement, as well as operational discipline and efficiency.

This essay has thoroughly assessed three prominent leadership theories and their relevance in the hospitality industry. Although every theory has distinct benefits, inherent constraints can affect its efficacy in various settings. The observations derived from Trait Theory, Hersey-Blanchard Situational Leadership, and Transactional Leadership demonstrate the significance of adjusting leadership approaches to address the changing requirements of the hospitality industry. To be an effective leader in this industry, one must adopt a balanced approach that considers inherent traits, situational dynamics, and transactional elements. This approach helps create an environment that improves employee performance and leads to organisational success. This exploration highlights the importance for leaders in the hospitality industry to incorporate different elements of these theories to maximise their leadership effectiveness in a global and culturally diverse market.
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