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Introduction
Leadership is pivotal to the success of organizations, particularly in the hospitality industry, where the quality of service hinges directly on team effectiveness and employee morale. The industry's reliance on human interactions to create memorable guest experiences underscores the importance of leaders who can effectively influence and motivate their teams, thereby driving organizational performance. Various leadership styles, such as transformational, transactional, and laissez-faire, play crucial roles in guiding managerial approaches to team dynamics, affecting cohesion, job satisfaction, and service quality. Transformational leadership, in particular, is renowned for fostering employee engagement by inspiring staff to surpass standard expectations (Northouse, 2021). Understanding these styles within the hospitality context is essential, as effective leadership directly correlates with enhanced employee engagement and customer satisfaction. This essay will delve into these leadership styles, assess their impact on team dynamics and morale, and provide examples from leading hotel chains. Grounded in academic literature and real-world case studies, this analysis will illuminate how leadership can either augment or impede operational success in the hospitality sector.









Body
Leadership theories offer diverse approaches to managing people and achieving organisational goals. Transformational leadership is characterised by a leader's ability to inspire and motivate employees, focusing on long-term goals and fostering innovation (Mullins and Dosser, 2013). Leaders who adopt this style are known to empower their employees, encourage personal development, and build a strong organisational culture that supports collaboration (Mullins, 2019). Transformational leadership is particularly effective in industries like hospitality, where the ability to adapt to changing customer needs and deliver personalised service is essential (Boddy, 2017). The dynamic nature of hospitality, where customer preferences evolve rapidly, requires leaders who can foster innovation and flexibility. Transformational leaders help create a culture where employees feel safe to innovate, experiment, and learn from mistakes (Arnold, 2017). 
One significant example of transformational leadership in action is at Marriott International, where the "Spirit to Serve" program has been fundamental in aligning leadership with corporate values. This program encourages employees at all levels to take initiative in delivering exceptional customer service. Marriott’s leadership promotes a culture of empowerment, where employees are entrusted with decision-making to resolve guest issues on the spot. This has significantly contributed to Marriott's reputation for excellent customer service and high employee satisfaction, which has resulted in lower turnover rates and strong customer loyalty (King, 2017). Marriott has effectively utilized transformational leadership to maintain its position as one of the most successful hotel chains globally by fostering an environment that encourages personal development and recognizing employee contributions. Furthermore, the company's annual TakeCare program, which prioritizes employee wellness through physical and mental health initiatives, has enhanced staff engagement and retention rates, making the brand a top employer in the hospitality industry (Hughes, 2018).
Transactional leadership, by contrast, is based on a system of rewards and penalties, where leaders focus on maintaining order and ensuring that tasks are completed according to set standards (Adair, 2009). This style is commonly observed in large hotel chains, where consistency and adherence to standard operating procedures are critical for maintaining brand reputation (Armstrong, 2012). Hilton Hotels, for example, utilises transactional leadership to ensure standardised service delivery across their global network. One of the key programs Hilton has implemented to achieve this is their Hilton CleanStay program, which sets strict cleanliness protocols that are applied uniformly across all hotels worldwide (People Management). Through this initiative, leaders monitor compliance with sanitation and hygiene procedures, using incentives such as employee recognition programs to reward adherence to standards. Conversely, employees who fail to meet these standards may face disciplinary actions or performance reviews, making this a clear demonstration of transactional leadership in action. Hilton’s emphasis on consistent service ensures that guests experience the same high level of cleanliness and safety, regardless of location, which strengthens brand loyalty and trust (Jha et al., 2024).
However, while transactional leadership is effective in achieving short-term goals and maintaining operational efficiency, it may not foster creativity or long-term employee engagement (Buchanan and Huczynski, 2007). Employees in transactional environments, like Hilton’s, may focus more on meeting predefined standards than contributing creative ideas for service improvement, as the system rewards compliance rather than innovation (Seal, 2019). This can be a challenge in industries like hospitality, where customer service requires personalised experiences, and strict adherence to rules can stifle the potential for delivering unique guest interactions (LLastres, Wen, and Huang, 2023). Transactional leadership can also lead to burnout, particularly in high-pressure roles like those in the hospitality industry, where meeting constant performance expectations may result in stress and job dissatisfaction (Khan, 2017).
Laissez-faire leadership is another style seen in the hospitality industry, particularly in smaller, boutique hotels. This approach allows employees greater autonomy, with minimal intervention from management. While this can be empowering for experienced and motivated teams, it can also lead to confusion and poor coordination if not managed carefully (Arnold, 2020). In high-pressure environments like hospitality, where swift decision-making and team coordination are essential, laissez-faire leadership may hinder performance and employee morale (Rollinson et al., 2008). In the case of certain boutique hotels, such as the Zetter Townhouse in London, a laissez-faire approach has resulted in more personalised and innovative service offerings, as employees are given the freedom to create unique guest experiences without adhering to a rigid framework (Ferguson, 2018). The freedom given to staff at the Zetter Townhouse has allowed for creative, customer-focused service solutions that delight guests, such as personalised cocktail recommendations and bespoke room arrangements. However, this approach can backfire if team members are not aligned or lack the skills to operate independently, leading to inconsistencies in service quality (Britner, 2012).
Each leadership style presents unique advantages and challenges, particularly in terms of team dynamics and employee morale in the hospitality industry. Transformational leadership has been praised for its ability to enhance employee engagement by fostering a shared vision and encouraging open communication (Mullins, 2023). At Marriott International, another example of transformational leadership in action is their "TakeCare" wellness program, which prioritises employee well-being through health and fitness initiatives, mentorship opportunities, and stress management resources (Lee and How, 2019). This program has contributed to higher employee satisfaction and retention rates, leading to improved team effectiveness and customer service outcomes (Čelić, Milićević, and Đorđević, 2021).
The key strength of transformational leadership lies in its ability to create a positive organisational culture, where employees feel valued and empowered. This, in turn, leads to higher levels of motivation and job satisfaction, as employees are more likely to feel a sense of purpose in their work (Huczynski and Buchanan, 2019). In industries like hospitality, where the guest experience relies heavily on the attitude and engagement of employees, this leadership style has proven to be particularly effective. However, transformational leadership requires a high degree of emotional intelligence from leaders, which may not always be present in all settings. In highly structured environments that demand strict adherence to procedures, such as large hotel chains, transformational leadership may not be as effective as transactional leadership (Mullins and Dosser, 2013).
Transactional leadership, by contrast, is more focused on maintaining operational efficiency. Leaders who adopt this style set clear expectations for employees and reward them for meeting performance standards (Armstrong, 2021). This approach is particularly effective in environments where consistency is essential, such as in Hilton Hotels, where transactional leadership ensures that employees adhere to the company’s high standards of service delivery (Boddy, 2017). While this leadership style is effective in ensuring that tasks are completed on time and to the required standard, it may not foster the same level of employee engagement or innovation as transformational leadership (Byrne, 2022).
One of the main criticisms of transactional leadership is that it can lead to a transactional relationship between employees and the organisation, where employees are primarily motivated by external rewards rather than a sense of personal achievement (Bloisi et al., 2007). This can result in lower levels of intrinsic motivation and job satisfaction over time, as employees may feel that their contributions are only valued in terms of meeting performance metrics (Robbins and Judge, 2017). In industries like hospitality, where customer interactions can be fluid and unpredictable, over-reliance on transactional leadership may result in a more rigid service model that doesn’t always adapt well to changing guest needs. The hospitality industry, which relies heavily on high employee morale and engagement to deliver exceptional service, may find that over-reliance on transactional leadership can lead to higher turnover and a disengaged workforce (Madhavi and Bhatt, 2024).
Laissez-faire leadership, while providing employees with the freedom to manage their own work, can also have a negative impact on team dynamics and morale if not managed carefully (Arnold, 2020). In some boutique hotels, laissez-faire leadership has led to innovation and highly personalised customer experiences, as employees have the autonomy to make decisions that enhance guest satisfaction (Kamal, Ridwan, and Kesuma, 2024). However, in larger organisations, or in teams that require more structure, this leadership style can lead to disorganisation and a lack of accountability.This is particularly problematic in the hospitality industry, where a lack of direction from management can result in poor service delivery and low employee morale (Rollinson et al., 2008).
The impact of leadership on team effectiveness and employee morale in the hospitality industry is significant. Transformational leadership, in particular, has been shown to improve team cohesion and increase employee satisfaction by fostering a sense of purpose and belonging (Mullins, 2023). Employees who work under transformational leaders are more likely to feel valued and motivated, which in turn leads to higher levels of job satisfaction and lower turnover rates (O'Reilly and Chatman, 2020). This is particularly important in the hospitality industry, where high employee turnover can negatively impact service quality and customer satisfaction.
Transactional leadership, while effective in maintaining operational efficiency, may not have the same positive impact on employee morale as transformational leadership (Buchanan and Huczynski, 2007). In highly transactional environments, employees may feel that their contributions are only valued in terms of meeting performance targets, which can lead to
 disengagement and dissatisfaction over time (Turner II et al., 2016). This can be particularly problematic in the hospitality industry, where employee motivation and engagement are crucial for delivering high-quality customer service.
Laissez-faire leadership, depending on the context, can either enhance or hinder team effectiveness. In environments where employees are highly motivated and experienced, this leadership style can lead to greater innovation and creativity (Rollinson et al., 2008). However, in larger organisations or in teams that require more guidance, laissez-faire leadership can result in disorganisation and declining morale (Huczynski and Buchanan, 2019). The unpredictable nature of hospitality services demands a balanced leadership style that can offer both autonomy and support, something that laissez-faire leadership often fails to provide consistently (ElKaleh, 2023).











Conclusion
In the hospitality industry, leadership styles significantly impact team effectiveness and employee morale. Transformational leadership, as seen at Marriott International, fosters motivation, collaboration, and innovation by empowering employees, which enhances job satisfaction and service quality. However, it requires strong emotional intelligence and may not be effective in all settings. Transactional leadership, such as Hilton’s, is effective in maintaining consistency and operational efficiency but may limit creativity and lead to reduced long-term engagement due to its focus on rewards and penalties. Laissez-faire leadership, often applied in boutique hotels, allows for innovation and autonomy but can lead to disorganisation and low morale if not properly managed, especially in larger organisations. The success of any leadership style ultimately depends on the organisational context, the team’s needs, and the balance between autonomy and structure. In the hospitality industry, where employee engagement is critical to delivering high-quality service, leaders must adapt their approaches to foster both creativity and consistency, ensuring that teams remain motivated and effective.
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