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Abstract
Context
Leadership determines who gets heard, trusted, and seen. In hotels, these decisions are filtered through pace and habit. This project explores how leadership styles influence women’s empowerment within hotel operations, focusing on DoubleTree by Hilton Southampton.
Purpose
The research emerged from a ten-week placement across Front Office and Administration, where everyday acts of delegation and recognition were observed directly. Clear gendered contrasts in decision-making autonomy and progression prompted closer analysis.
Aims and Objectives
The study asks how leadership behaviours shape empowerment outcomes for women working in operational roles. It pursues three objectives:
· Identify the dominant leadership styles within departments.
· Evaluate empowerment as experienced through autonomy, voice, and participation.
· Assess the extent to which Hilton’s corporate initiatives, Thrive@Hilton and Women in Leadership, function locally rather than rhetorically.
Approach
A qualitative single-case study was chosen. Data came from participant observation, reflective logs, informal staff conversations, and analysis of Hilton’s ESG and training documents. Themes were derived inductively following Braun and Clarke’s method.
Findings in brief
· Front Office displayed transformational habits (delegated service recovery and open discussion) that raised confidence among female receptionists.
· Housekeeping relied on transactional control, narrowing discretion and dampening initiative.
· Food and Beverage revealed inclusive practices that faltered under pressure.
Empowerment appeared only where women controlled genuine decisions; motivation alone did not suffice. Corporate initiatives existed mainly on paper.
Implications
Leadership style matters, but systems matter more. The dissertation recommends:
· Structured leadership development for supervisors.
· Formal mentoring for women.
· Operational visibility for corporate programmes.
· Empowerment metrics embedded in performance reviews.
When these mechanisms are absent, empowerment depends on personality rather than policy. Hilton’s goal of gender parity by 2030 will hold only if property-level implementation matches the rhetoric.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
0. Setting the scene
Hospitality depends on people who interpret service minute by minute. Leadership shapes how that interpretation unfolds. Women form the backbone of this workforce yet remain sparse in strategic or managerial ranks. Global brands have recognised the imbalance; Hilton’s Women in Leadership and Thrive@Hilton campaigns are explicit attempts to correct it. Progress, however, remains slow. The property level is where intentions meet routine and either succeed or fade (Gomes and Brake, 2020).
0. The case site
· DoubleTree by Hilton Southampton is a mid-scale, full-service hotel operating three main departments:
· Front Office - guest interaction and service recovery.
· Food and Beverage - restaurants, bars, and banqueting.
· Housekeeping - room preparation and cleanliness.
Women dominate front-line and supervisory roles. During a ten-week placement in 2025, leadership patterns differed strikingly: participative and coaching behaviours in some areas, directive control in others. These contrasts affected both morale and the perceived chance of advancement.
0. Why this study matters
Despite well-documented evidence of women’s contribution to quality and stability, their path to management remains narrow. Earlier scholarship (Marinakou 2012; Guillet et al. 2019) describes women’s transformational style but highlights persistent cultural and structural constraints. Observations during the placement echoed those findings. Capability was visible; opportunity was uneven. The question became not can women lead, but are they allowed to lead in ways that count toward promotion?
1.4 Aim and Objectives
Aim
To analyse how leadership behaviours influence women’s empowerment within hotel operations at DoubleTree by Hilton Southampton, with emphasis on Front Office and Administration.
Objectives
1. Identify prevailing leadership styles across departments.
1. Evaluate how women experience empowerment through decision-making, feedback, and participation.
1. Assess how effectively Hilton’s corporate inclusion programmes operate at the property level.
0. Analytical direction
Studying empowerment in situ allows leadership to be seen as practice rather than promise. The findings aim to clarify how gender-inclusive leadership can become habitual within daily hotel work rather than exceptional. The research also offers insight relevant to Hilton’s 2030 parity target, testing how global commitments are converted, or diluted, in local settings.
0. Dissertation outline
Chapter 2 - reviews leadership, gender, and empowerment literature in hospitality.
Chapter 3 - details the qualitative case approach and data collection.
Chapter 4 - presents and interprets findings in light of theory.
Chapter 5 - draws conclusions and advances recommendations for embedding inclusive leadership and structured empowerment across hotel departments.







Chapter 2
Literature review
2.1 Framing leadership and women’s empowerment in hospitality
Leadership in hotels sits close to how people feel about work because it touches motivation, retention, and performance. The link with women’s empowerment, however, remains contested, and the arguments do not settle neatly (Papadopoulou, 2021). This sits within a wider conversation too, where, as Li and Twining-Ward (2018) and Cole (2018) argue, empowerment in tourism must move beyond symbolic inclusion toward structural transformation, meaning the point is not simply to involve people but to let them shape outcomes.
Marinakou (2012) presents transformational leadership as well suited to hospitality because a shared vision, plus personal encouragement, gives employees space to use judgment and to be recognised. It makes sense, of course, because daily service depends on discretion. Hinkin and Tracey (1994) suggest that clear guidance and steady confidence from supervisors help staff maintain purpose when work is fast and emotionally charged. At the same time, Hossny (2019) shows how tightly controlled or transactional routines can wear down morale because rigid command sits poorly with the relational nature of service. The contrast across departments made this visible. Context shifted the tone each time. One pattern stayed steady: empowerment held when tone and structure worked together (Raub and Robert, 2010; Pelit, Öztürk and Arslantürk, 2011).
Elkhwesky et al. (2022) remind us that the neat categories of “transformational” or “inclusive” leadership can blur once real constraints (time, guest proximity, or task design) start shaping behaviour. What works elegantly at the front desk may fail in Housekeeping or Food and Beverage, where pacing and visibility differ. During the placement at DoubleTree by Hilton Southampton, this variation was impossible to miss. Front Office teams operated with relative discretion; Housekeeping followed strict sequences that left little space for initiative. The contrast suggested something important: empowerment does not arise solely from leadership style. It grows, or fails to grow, within the form of the work itself. Leadership provides the tone, but organisation provides the room in which that tone can be heard.
2.2 Transformational, transactional and inclusive leadership: implications for empowerment
Transformational leadership (Burns,1978) often appears in the literature as the preferred model for building empowerment, almost an article of faith within hotel management studies. Marinakou (2012) found that managers who guide, recognise effort, and bring teams into decision-making tend to lead departments that perform more steadily and with greater morale. Hinkin and Tracey (1994) reached a similar conclusion, noting that transformational habits give daily tasks a sense of meaning by tying them to a wider service purpose. In practice, this alignment matters for women, who frequently occupy the guest-facing roles where discretion and acknowledgment become the main sources of professional dignity. When leadership makes that recognition visible, the psychological effect is immediate.
Here the balance comes first because outcomes depend on it. Targets, rewards, and close monitoring can steady a shift for a while, yet confidence thins if participation is squeezed out. Hossny (2019) makes that point clearly. The DoubleTree placement showed the trade-off in plain view: when supervisors set goals and asked for ideas, women handled issues on their own; when the same goals arrived as checklists and warnings about time, empowerment fell back to compliance. It is evident that the question is not about picking a “good” transformational style or a “bad” transactional one, because operations rarely permit pure forms. They sit in the middle and keep moving with workload and guest demand. Still, it keeps coming up. Elkhwesky et al. (2022) argue for outcome-based evaluation for exactly this reason, since effectiveness rests on how leadership meets departmental limits, not on the label a manager prefers.
Inclusion widens the frame because trust, openness, and fairness change how people speak. Siyal et al. (2023) describe psychological empowerment growing through those conditions, which turns briefings into exchanges instead of monologues. During the placement, that was visible in small but useful moments: junior women suggested flow tweaks in pre-shift meetings, and some suggestions were carried into service. This still happens. Yet behaviour on its own does not hold empowerment for long, of course. Without structures that repeat the practice—access to training, shared decision forums, clear delegation—momentum fades. Kruja et al. (2016) warn about this drift. In short, leadership can open the door because tone matters, but only systems keep it open by embedding the habit.
2.3 Gender, leadership identities and context
Debate over style and gender keeps circling back because context keeps pulling it in different directions. Whitelaw and Morda (2004) found that men and women in hotels often act in similar managerial ways, although women use communication and coordination more. That sounds neat on paper, yet on the floor it shows up in smaller, quieter shifts. Guillet et al. (2019) add that female leaders switch between what are labelled masculine, feminine, and neutral stances, adjusting tone to the situation rather than to identity. The DoubleTree placement made that visible because supervisors moved with the work. Directive during fast service recovery when speed mattered. More participative when planning rotas or coaching new staff. It is evident why this helped. The flexibility looks natural, so people overlook the judgement behind it. Still, it keeps coming up.
There is a risk because praise can freeze into a rule. When writing claims that women naturally prefer participative leadership, a strength can turn into a boundary, and of course that boundary pushes many women into roles heavy on empathy and light on promotion. The pattern that follows is familiar. Women manage emotion, men manage systems. An adaptive view cuts against that, because it locates leadership in task design and power, not in personality. As Peshave and Gupta (2017) notes, many women in hospitality stay concentrated in guest-facing work with little access to budgeting or strategy. Without that access, even highly capable supervisors see potential applauded in words and then missed in succession plans. In practice, context keeps deciding.
These findings remind us that gender and leadership do not stand apart from context; they interact continuously. In practice, identity is performed through the constraints of time, hierarchy, and departmental culture. And somehow, it keeps returning to the same issue, the point at which recognition meets authority, and where one still too often stops short of the other.
2.3 Gender, leadership identities and context
Debate continues over whether leadership styles truly align with gendered traits or whether context shapes them more decisively. Whitelaw and Morda (2004) observed that in hospitality, men and women often behave in similar managerial ways, though women tend to rely more on communication and relational coordination. In real practice, agility mattered because context kept shifting. Female supervisors adjusted tone and stance as tasks changed. Directive in fast service recovery, participative when planning rotas or coaching new staff. It is evident why that mix worked. Fashakin and Babalola (2025) broaden this point, suggesting that women move fluidly among what are labelled masculine, feminine, and neutral postures, adapting to circumstance rather than fixed identity. The DoubleTree observations matched that view, and the intelligence behind that flexibility is easy to miss because it looks natural. Still, it keeps coming up (Gittell, 2002; Baum, 2019).
There is a caution here because praise can harden into a boundary. When writing claims that women naturally favour participative styles, it risks turning a strength into a sorting rule. Of course, that kind of rule pushes many women towards roles that demand empathy while offering little path to promotion, so emotion gets managed while systems remain elsewhere. An adaptive model helps because it places leadership inside task structure and power distribution, not inside personality. As Peshave and Gupta (2017) notes, many women in hospitality remain concentrated in guest-facing work with limited exposure to budgeting or strategy, and without that access even the most capable supervisors see potential praised in words and overlooked in succession plans. In practice, gender and leadership never stand apart from context; they keep interacting, hour by hour.
In practice, identity is performed through the constraints of time, hierarchy, and departmental culture. And somehow, it keeps returning to the same issue to the point at which recognition meets authority, and where one still too often stops short of the other.
2.4 Structural enablers of empowerment 
Most studies agree that empowerment does not simply appear because a leader intends it. It becomes real when embedded within organisational structures that make participation routine. Kruja et al. (2016) argue that training, trust, and shared decision mechanisms turn intention into practice, while Siyal et al. (2023) show that when employees perceive fairness and openness, they internalise a sense of influence that strengthens performance. In theory, company frameworks such as ESG policies or leadership development programmes could serve as the scaffolding that carries these values forward (Murni, Ruki and Antara 2021). In practice, many remain disconnected from daily work. Shende, Gumaste and Joshi (2020) and Murni et al. (2021) cautions that initiatives lose force when treated as symbolic rather than functional, and this concern was reflected in the placement, where corporate schemes were rarely mentioned during morning briefings or departmental meetings.
Mentoring is one clear route for turning empowerment from words into routine, because guidance and sponsorship make progression visible. Knutson and Cichy (2002) report that many women who advance in hospitality point to mentors who combine sponsorship, honest feedback, and ethical guidance. Even so, they also note persistent bias in recognition systems that limits access to these relationships. Jadnanansing et al. (2021) describe a similar pattern, where stereotypes narrow women’s reach to senior mentors, especially in operational roles. The DoubleTree placement echoed this imbalance. Informal tips moved easily across shifts, of course, yet formal pairs were rare. Support came down to the goodwill of individual supervisors, so access varied by department and by week. Still, it keeps coming up.
Put together, the literature and the placement imply that empowerment holds only when trust and shared responsibility are anchored in policy because habits need structure. Leadership can set the tone, but the tone fades without rules that keep learning, delegation, and voice in play. The logic is simple and demanding. Sustainable empowerment depends less on personal style and more on how the organisation chooses to formalise care, training, and fairness inside everyday systems.
2.5 Barriers, factors, and the glass ceiling in hotels
The literature continues to reveal how persistent the structural ceiling remains within hospitality management. Diaz and Umbreit (1994) anticipated that participatory forms of leadership would gain legitimacy over time, creating new opportunities for women. Yet progress has been uneven, and the ceiling has shifted rather than disappeared. Kumari (2017) demonstrates that job allocation still follows gendered lines: women dominate service and support functions, while strategic and financial positions remain largely male. Whitelaw (2013) adds that frontline managers in hotels are often required to show emotional strength and rapid judgment under pressure. When these traits are not formally recognised as leadership criteria, the women who demonstrate them daily are seen as dependable rather than promotable.
Such patterns were also evident during the DoubleTree placement. Women were highly visible in guest-facing and supervisory roles, but their presence thinned at the level where planning and resource control took place (Gomes and Blake's study, 2020). Tasks linked to scheduling, inventory, or budgeting were largely reserved for senior or male staff. These are precisely the experiences that often serve as gateways to promotion. The absence of that exposure limits progression regardless of capability.
A related constraint lies in the distance between corporate intention and everyday routine. Elkhwesky et al. (2022) identify this as a policy–practice gap, arguing that leadership studies often promise inclusion but fail to show how it operates over time. Brand messages travelled less than expected because daily routines were driven by speed and compliance. Hilton’s diversity aims were clear at brand level, of course, but they did not consistently reach the shift. Empowerment showed up where local managers deliberately opened space for participation. It faded where the tempo demanded quick correction and tight control. It is evident the lever sat in practice, not in slogans.
In plain terms, barriers to women’s progression in hotels come from everyday arrangements of work. Not from abstract ideas. The main levers are already known: participative leadership, access to strategic tasks, and fair recognition. What remains uncertain is consistency, because organisations still vary in how firmly they apply these levers. And somehow, that question keeps returning, quietly, in every conversation about parity and inclusion.
2.6 Integrating leadership theory with the DoubleTree case
Confidence grew where behaviour, task design, and structure lined up because style alone did not carry empowerment. Coaching, recognition, and open discussion helped female employees only when real authority followed. When supervisors allowed staff to resolve guest issues directly, empowerment became visible and measurable, which reflects the mechanism described by Hinkin and Tracey (1994) and matches the empowerment pathway outlined by Siyal et al. (2023).
Control held tight in other areas because routine dominated the day. Departments with standardised tasks restricted autonomy and dulled initiative, and the effect matched Hossny’s (2019) warning that directive systems can suppress satisfaction and weaken voice when participation is scarce. Here, leadership intent was overshadowed by work design.
From an empowerment angle, the question is simple: are people consistently trusted to decide and then recognised for it. Titles and labels matter less. Stability arrives when formal supports carry the behaviour across weeks because habits need scaffolding. Kruja et al. (2016) argue that empowerment becomes steady only when structures such as training frameworks and shared decision forums exist, and the DoubleTree pattern aligned with that view.
Evidence from the placement indicates that these structures existed in partial form and were dependent on individual managers rather than on policy. Leadership mattered, yet it operated within boundaries that it did not fully control.
In summary, the case reinforces that empowerment is sustained through systems, not speeches. Leadership can inspire, but only institutional frameworks can ensure that authority and trust are repeated daily rather than granted occasionally.
2.7 Gaps and direction for the present study
Several gaps within existing research justify the need for this investigation. Elkhwesky et al. (2022) point out that hospitality leadership studies often treat leadership styles as fixed categories, rarely addressing how departmental context shapes their effects. The case of DoubleTree by Hilton Southampton allows this relationship to be examined in detail. It provides a chance to observe how leadership behaviour interacts with task structure and daily pressures to produce very different empowerment experiences for women within the same organisation.
Another gap lies in how corporate initiatives are evaluated. Much of the literature considers them only at policy level, leaving little understanding of what happens once they reach individual properties. Ispas (2010) reminds researchers that real progress can only be measured through operational application rather than written commitments. Observing practice during the placement therefore provided meaningful evidence of how programmes such as Women in Leadership or well-being schemes are translated into daily procedures. The presence or absence of these routines shows whether empowerment is held up by structure or left to individual discretion because systems either carry it or they do not. It is evident that the difference becomes visible in daily work.
A limitation in existing research is methodological. Much of the literature relies on cross-sectional surveys that capture opinion at one moment, which leaves the process of empowerment unseen. The placement logs used here add a time dimension, showing how mentoring, delegation, and confidence shift over several weeks, which connects with concerns raised by Knutson and Cichy (2002) and Jadnanansing et al. (2021). The pattern keeps returning. Leadership can support women’s progression, but only when systems reinforce it. Weak role design and uneven access to development still restrain outcomes, a point also reflected in Stoyka’s (2023) discussion.














Chapter 3
Methodology
A qualitative case-study approach was used to examine how leadership behaviours shape women’s empowerment in hotel operations at DoubleTree by Hilton Southampton because the goal was to see practice in working conditions, not only on paper. The method captures organisational behaviour as it unfolds during real shifts and real pressures. Yin (2014) explains that case studies suit questions that begin with how or why because they reveal the reasoning inside social processes. Creswell (2013) also notes that qualitative inquiry helps interpret meaning from lived experience instead of reducing it to frequency or correlation. In hospitality, where hierarchy, culture, and relationships influence empowerment every hour of the day, this interpretivist orientation offers a faithful lens. It is evident why. The work is relational, the pace is uneven, and sense-making happens on the floor. Still, it keeps coming up.
3.1 Research Design
The project centres on one bounded case defined by location (DoubleTree Southampton) and by time (a ten-week professional placement). The purpose was to trace how leadership practices operate across departments under everyday pressure, because that is where empowerment is either allowed or delayed. Stake (1995) argued that a well-studied case can offer depth that large surveys often miss when the aim is analytical generalisation and the purpose is insight over counting. Following this line, the design relies on multiple qualitative sources to secure validity through triangulation while staying close to lived experience, a matter also pointed out by Denzin (1978) and Patton (2012). Participant observation, reflective logs, and document analysis were combined, so evidence could be compared across sources and across days (Yin, 2018). Of course, the mix keeps the view grounded and reduces blind spots. In practice, that balance mattered (Flick, 2018; Tracy, 2010).
3.2 Data Collection Methods
Four main sources of data were used: participant observation, reflective learning logs, informal staff discussions, and document analysis.
As a placement student, the researcher adopted the participant-as-observer stance described by Gold (1958), taking part in daily operations but keeping a measured analytical distance. This dual presence made it possible to record leadership interactions, delegation patterns, and empowerment practices as they occurred. Observations covered Front Office, Food and Beverage, and Housekeeping, which differ markedly in pace, visibility, and gender composition.
The reflective learning logs, structured through Gibbs’s (1988) reflective cycle, produced longitudinal notes that traced how perceptions of leadership evolved over the ten weeks. Reflection transformed observation into interpretation by linking emotional reaction to theoretical awareness, echoing Schön (1983) who treats reflection as a form of professional learning.
Informal discussions with supervisors and colleagues supplied another layer of qualitative insight. Although these were not formal interviews, they clarified expectations, attitudes, and implicit rules. Such everyday talk often exposes culture more honestly than rehearsed responses in questionnaires, a view supported by Flick (2014).
Finally, internal and public Hilton documents—including ESG statements, leadership frameworks, and corporate programmes such as Thrive@Hilton—were reviewed to compare declared organisational values with what actually took place on site. This comparison made it possible to evaluate the alignment between policy and practice, or at times the distance between them.
3.3 Data Analysis
The material was analysed through thematic analysis following the six stages outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006): familiarisation, coding, theme generation, review, definition, and reporting. Codes were developed inductively from field notes and reflective entries, marking recurring references to leadership style (for instance participative or directive), to indicators of empowerment (such as delegation or voice), and to structural limitations (for example gendered task allocation). The process moved repeatedly between data and theory until patterns began to stabilise around themes such as inclusive leadership in front-line operations and policy–practice disconnect.
The interpretive nature of thematic analysis was appropriate for this inquiry because it allows subjectivity to be acknowledged rather than concealed. Nowell et al. (2017) emphasise that the method’s flexibility can accommodate multiple data forms while still retaining discipline through transparent coding, which in turn strengthens credibility. The same logic guided the analytical process here.

3.4 Ethical Considerations and Limitations
Ethical approval was secured in advance, and everyone involved was informed of the study aims and anonymity rights (BERA, 2018; Bryman, 2016). Records were stored securely and held no identifying details (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). However, without formal interviews, personal perspectives remained limited. The single-site focus also narrows wider application, which Yin (2014) notes is typical for case study depth.
The dual position of researcher and participant inevitably introduced the risk of bias. To minimise this, reflexive memos were used throughout the placement to separate factual description from evolving interpretation.
Even with these constraints, the multi-source qualitative approach offered a textured understanding of how leadership and organisational systems interact to shape empowerment for women working in a functioning hotel. The design aligns with the interpretivist goal of the study and ensures that conclusions arise from authentic, situated experiences rather than abstract theory.









Chapter 4
Findings
Theme 1: Leadership style varies significantly across departments
Across the hotel, leadership followed its own rhythm. Each department worked in a way shaped by daily realities because corporate goals met different kinds of pressure on the ground. Elkhwesky et al. (2022) observe that leadership in hospitality rarely takes one clear form since every function moves at a different pace and under different expectations. The placement mirrored that pattern.
Transformational tendencies in the Front Office
Briefings in the Front Office were short but carried focus. They often started with shared goals and ended with a small moment of recognition because supervisors encouraged conversation. “What do you think would work best here?” was a small question that changed the room because it signalled trust and space to think. Marinakou (2012) links this behaviour with transformational leadership, where guidance rests on vision and personal attention instead of direct control. The link felt clear on busy days as well as quiet ones. Staff, most of them women, showed more confidence when they were trusted to handle service recovery on their own. One receptionist said she felt “trusted to fix problems without needing approval,” which echoes Hinkin and Tracey’s (1994) view that motivation strengthens when daily work connects to a larger purpose. The energy was quiet yet visible because people were allowed to act and to use judgement. It showed most during demanding shifts.
Transactional logic and limited voice in Housekeeping
On the floor, Housekeeping followed a rhythm set by pace targets and fixed task lists. The shift moved from room to room because printed checklists and timed allocations guided every step. Supervisors often focused on correction, for example pointing out a missed minibar check or an incomplete bathroom review, because the system valued speed and accuracy above interpretation. Housekeeping moved at a pace that left little room for judgement, so work often felt like correction rather than guidance, which aligns with Hossny (2019), and several attendants, mostly women, described feeling unseen in a role with limited decision space, a pattern also noted by Peshave and Gupta (2017).
In practice, empowerment simply did not have enough room to take hold.
Emerging inclusivity under pressure in Food and Beverage 
The atmosphere in Food and Beverage shifted more noticeably with volume. At the start of the shift, pre-service briefs encouraged staff to speak about guest flow, table timing, and service priorities. A female supervisor oversaw stock control and scheduling, and her role carried influence beyond the title because she shaped the shift’s organisation. Siyal et al. (2023) describe inclusive leadership as grounded in fairness and openness that support psychological empowerment, and those collaborative discussions aligned with that view. Pressure changed the tone. During heavy service periods, when orders stacked and timing tightened, the same supervisors moved into directive control because mistakes carried immediate cost. A calm “What do you think?” turned into a firm “Follow the plan.” It was predictable, and it continued to surface in the same way. Kruja et al. (2016) argue that empowerment is sustained only when structure supports it, and the volume of service made inclusion conditional. This continues to happen in many hotel environments, even when intentions are good.
Summary of theme
Across departments, the shape of leadership rose and fell with the tempo of the work. When time allowed discussion, empowerment surfaced in small, steady ways. When pressure increased, hierarchy reappeared because speed and consistency became urgent. The pattern suggests that leadership style in hospitality responds to context more than to personality or gender. Guillet et al. (2019) argue that effectiveness is tied to adaptability, and the observations at DoubleTree fit this argument closely. One thread repeated: when women were invited to contribute meaningfully, confidence strengthened and performance improved. The difficulty was that the conditions allowing that contribution were not consistent.
Theme 2: Empowerment depended on decision-making autonomy
Empowerment showed itself most clearly when staff were trusted to act without waiting for approval. The change was easy to notice. When women could resolve issues directly, confidence rose and service moved faster. When decisions required checking with someone else, the work slowed and so did initiative. It kept repeating through the weeks.
Autonomy in Front Office
In Front Office, female receptionists had permission to offer compensation within a set financial limit. The autonomy was specific and known. It made a difference. Decisions were taken on the spot, and ownership followed. One receptionist put it plainly: “If I can solve it myself, I feel like a professional, not just pressing buttons.” Kruja et al. (2016) suggest that empowerment supports job satisfaction when discretion and trust sit together. Observations aligned with that idea. Confidence increased because the authority to act was real and not implied (Lashley, 2000; Benavides-Velasco, Quintana-Garcia and Marchante-Lara, 2014).
Restricted empowerment in Housekeeping
Housekeeping showed a different pattern, where women were present but their decision space stayed narrow because tasks followed fixed lists and feedback came mainly as corrections, which reflects Kumari (2017) and Kurnikova (2022) on how procedural roles restrict women’s leadership progression.
Being visible in front-line roles did not create influence. It felt routine and repetitive. This still happens.
Task structure shaped empowerment in Food and Beverage
Food and Beverage sat somewhere in between. Inclusive behaviour appeared at times, especially during preparation periods when there was space to think and speak. Yet when shifts became busy, the tone switched. Supervisors moved quickly to directive instruction because time was short. “Just follow the plan” became the standard response. Kruja et al. (2016) describe this as conditional empowerment, where autonomy holds only when the environment allows it. The placement offered a clear example of that tension.
Summary of theme
Across the departments, empowerment did not come from personality or intention alone. It resulted from the amount of decision space the system allowed. When discretion was built into the role, confidence and initiative followed. When the structure required compliance, leadership style could only do so much. In practice, the room to act shaped empowerment more than encouragement or positive language. It kept returning to this point again and again.
Theme 3: Corporate empowerment programmes were largely invisible at property level
A slideshow at induction mentioned Thrive@Hilton and Women in Leadership, then the topic went quiet because the shift took over. Weeks passed with no mention in briefings or updates. Policy felt close on paper and far on the floor. Marinakou (2012) already warned that leadership frameworks stay aspirational when they sit outside routine, and Ispas (2010) adds that programmes lose substance when they do not join daily operations. The scene on site matched both points.
Two moments made the gap obvious. A short town-hall listed diversity goals and closed with no actions. A deck set out leadership values and never returned to explain what each department should do with them. Jadnanansing et al. (2021) call this “performative inclusion,” where campaigns are frequent and access or growth mechanisms stay thin. In practice, the evidence supported that claim because staff in operational roles, especially women, often did not know which opportunities existed or how to enter them. It is evident the message did not travel.
The silence did not look intentional because managers faced occupancy targets, service recovery, and rota gaps. Corporate aims struggled to fit the daily tempo. Hinkin and Tracey (1994) remind us that values shape culture only when they turn into behaviour. Without repetition and accountability, they fade into decoration. Elkhwesky et al. (2022) describe the same policy–practice gap, and the property mirrored it: ESG language was polished while the routine did not show it. Still, it keeps coming up.
In short, policy lived on screens and empowerment, when it appeared, came from managers who chose to trust their teams. The alignment promised in corporate statements did not show in ordinary practice because follow-through was weak and attention was elsewhere.
Summary of theme
At DoubleTree, empowerment moved through personal initiative more than through formal channels because structure was present yet quiet. Corporate programmes promised inclusion, but everyday progress depended on whether a leader acted on those principles. Ispas (2010) warned that empowerment collapses into rhetoric when it is not anchored in the rhythm of work, and the placement offered a clear example of that pattern.
Theme 4: Barriers and enablers to women’s progression were structural, not motivational
The placement pointed to limits that came from systems, not from a lack of ability or ambition. Mentoring, visibility, and access to strategic tasks rested on informal goodwill. Women took on hard work and extra duties, yet progression slowed because pathways were unclear. Knutson and Cichy (2002) emphasise that advancement in hospitality relies on mentoring and sponsorship, and both were in short supply here.
Mentoring and visibility
Conversations about development happened in passing because work moved fast. They were brief and uneven. A male supervisor spoke about training for a Duty Manager role, while female colleagues had no similar plan on record. It looked like habit more than policy because access depended on who asked and who noticed. Mentorship appeared only when a manager chose to offer it. Jadnanansing et al. (2021) describe this unevenness as a long-standing flaw in gender progression systems, where access is informal and rarely documented. The placement reflected that pattern. Some women received quiet support. Others received none. This still happens (Peshave and Gupta, 2017; Mooney and Ryan, 2009).
Underuse of women’s skills in strategic work
Women were steady and confident in guest-facing roles because service required calm judgement, patience, and communication. The shift came with strategic tasks. Very few were brought into rota planning, forecasting, or budgeting, and those are the spaces where leadership is usually recognised. Peshave and Gupta (2017) note that women are frequently held in emotionally demanding roles with limited decision reach, and the pattern at DoubleTree reflected this. One attendant, praised for training skill, never led sessions. Whitelaw (2013) observes that emotional labour rarely earns promotion. The gap remained visible.

Moments of collaboration
There were small breaks in the pattern. In Food and Beverage, a senior manager handed scheduling and inventory duties to a female supervisor. The structural change was small, yet the message carried weight. It allowed her to show leadership in a space that had been closed. Maier (2014) argues that allyship works best when expressed through practical delegation because it lifts visibility and builds confidence. This example supports that view, although it also shows how fragile progress can be. When access depends on individual intention and not on design, momentum fades. This still happens. And Fashakin and Babalola (2025) show that it only lasts when the task becomes part of the job, not a moment of goodwill.
Summary of theme
The picture that forms is straightforward. Women at DoubleTree showed readiness to lead, yet access to recognised leadership spaces was not structured. Progress leaned on personal advocacy and chance openings more than on planning. Peshave and Gupta (2017) and Knutson and Cichy (2002) both caution that without mentoring that is organised and exposure to strategic tasks, capable women remain close to service delivery and far from strategy. Evidence from the placement fits that warning. The limit was not skill or effort. The limit was the missing pathway.
Overall synthesis of evidence
Looking across the observations, one thread kept returning. Empowerment was uneven, and support did not repeat in a steady way. Context, personality, and small discretionary choices set the tone because systems were patchy. Leadership mattered, although structure decided its reach. Marinakou (2012) and Hossny (2019) both argue that style influences empowerment and that effect weakens when design does not reinforce it. The scene on site mirrored that view.
First, differences between departments showed how situational leadership can be. When supervisors shared authority and explained decisions, confidence grew and initiative followed. When work ran on rigid checklists, autonomy thinned out. Kruja et al. (2016) and Siyal et al. (2023) point to the same mechanism: empowerment takes hold when staff have genuine control over tasks. Encouragement on its own changed very little unless permission to decide was present.
Second, corporate initiatives such as Thrive@Hilton or Women in Leadership were close in policy language but distant in daily routines. Translation into practice was weak. Ispas (2010) and Jadnanansing et al. (2021) both warn that inclusion programmes slip into symbolism when they are not embedded in local management habits. During the placement, the strongest examples of empowerment appeared where supervisors chose to act on those values themselves, not because a formal instruction demanded it.
Finally, the evidence reinforced a simple point about growth. Women’s professional progress in hospitality still leans on structure that offers entry to strategy and on mentoring that opens doors. Performance alone did not change visibility. Peshave and Gupta (2017) and Knutson and Cichy (2002) highlight that advancement needs exposure and sponsorship alongside skill and the placement made this clear. Women managed complex interpersonal situations with confidence, yet their access to planning or decision spaces stayed narrow. In practice, they led daily without being acknowledged as leaders. The pattern suggested an empowerment model held up by individual supervisors rather than by structure. There were moments when confidence, visibility, and decision authority came together, but those moments depended on personal initiative. Systems were uneven. So empowerment appeared in fragments, moving more through intention than policy, and progress remained fragile.










Chapter 5
Discussion
This discussion returns to one central question: did everyday practice at DoubleTree by Hilton Southampton create space for women to progress, or did the structure restrict that space. Four themes help explain how empowerment appeared and where it weakened.
1. Leadership style shifted with departmental conditions
The rhythm of work influenced how supervisors behaved. In the Front Office, conversations with guests required quick emotional adjustment, so supervisors invited staff to propose solutions before receiving guidance. Confidence built gradually. Marinakou (2012) explains that shared purpose supports emotional work, and the atmosphere reflected that. Hinkin and Tracey (1994) highlight how meaning in daily tasks strengthens commitment, and this appeared in how receptionists handled guest recovery.
Housekeeping moved differently. Room targets set the pace, and supervisors focused on correction because delays had immediate consequences. It felt routine rather than intentional, although the effect limited voice. Hossny (2019) associates such task-centred leadership with reduced motivation in service roles. Many attendants, mostly women, described being valued for speed. Kumari (2017) notes that women are often kept in operational roles without leadership visibility, and that matched closely.
Food and Beverage presented a mixed picture. Pre-service briefings allowed discussion, and a female supervisor managing stock and scheduling showed how responsibility can expand informally. Siyal et al. (2023) describe inclusive leadership as rooted in fairness, which fit these moments. Yet, when service intensified, decision time disappeared and leadership narrowed into instruction. Elkhwesky et al. (2022) call this reactive leadership shaped by pace. The placement suggested that leadership style responded to conditions rather than organisational messaging. Guillet et al. (2019) argue that effective leadership depends on adaptability, and the situation aligned with that view.
2. Empowerment strengthened when women had decision autonomy
Confidence increased where women could act without seeking approval. Receptionists adjusted bookings and offered compensation directly, and the responsibility felt real. Kruja et al. (2016) emphasise that empowerment improves performance when authority is meaningful, and this pattern supported that principle.
Housekeeping did not allow similar discretion. Tasks followed fixed checklists, and support from supervisors did not change the limits. Kumari (2017) explains that compliance-based roles restrict empowerment structurally. Siyal et al. (2023) add that leadership behaviour cannot create empowerment without decision latitude. Food and Beverage showed conditional empowerment. During quieter periods, decisions were shared; during busy service, instruction dominated. Sayyadi (2023) describes this conditional shift clearly. Encouragement may create confidence temporarily, but authority sustains it (Kruja et al., 2016).
3. Corporate empowerment programmes were distant from daily routines
Corporate materials promoted Thrive@Hilton and Women in Leadership, but these programmes had little presence in everyday development. Ispas (2010) notes that initiatives lose impact when disconnected from practice. Jadnanansing et al. (2021) add that women often lack access to leadership pathways when they are not built into scheduling or review systems. Marinakou (2012) describes how organisations may use inclusive language without embedding reinforcement. Elkhwesky et al. (2022) caution that corporate strategy does not translate evenly across properties. Diaz and Umbreit (1994) anticipated more participative leadership, yet without repetition the shift remained limited.
4. Progression depended on structural access, not capability
Women demonstrated skill in guest management, problem solving, and emotional labour. Progression depended on personal advocacy. Knutson and Cichy (2002) link advancement with mentoring. Only one woman moved toward supervisory development, supported directly by a manager, which matches Salvator et al. (2021). Jadnanansing et al. (2021) describe representation gaps as structural. Women were active in service delivery but rarely involved in rota planning or budgeting. Whitelaw (2013) argues that rapid decision-making under pressure is a leadership competency, yet it did not translate into promotion because evaluation criteria prioritised strategic tasks women were not invited into. Kumari (2017) notes that emotional labour roles often limit strategic access, and that pattern was visible.
Conclusion
Empowerment appeared where decision space was shared, but progression remained limited because mentoring, development pathways, and strategic exposure were inconsistent. This reflects Marinakou (2012), Knutson and Cichy (2002), and Siyal et al. (2023): empowerment lasts when leadership and structure work together. When structure is weak, progress is temporary.
It keeps coming back to the same point. Systems decide whether empowerment holds (Lashley, 1999).
















Chapter 6
Conclusion
Change in hotel work shows up in routines and in who gets to decide, shift after shift. Small choices build the culture, and consistency keeps it in place. Encouragement helps, but authority and clear process do the heavy lifting.
To understand how this played out at DoubleTree by Hilton Southampton, leadership was watched in day-to-day conditions through participant observation, reflective logs, and document review. The aim was straightforward: see where women gain decision space and where systems limit it. Four core messages emerged.
Leadership style and departmental context
Permission rose and fell with the shift because pressure changed the way managers led, and this observation was also supported by Edmondson (2003). Some teams were invited to speak and decide, and supervisors asked for views, then backed the action. Others worked to a checklist because pace targets and task order demanded it. Where leaders made space for judgment and explained the why, people stepped forward, service recovered faster, and responsibility felt shared (Liao and Chuang, 2007),. When control tightened during busy spells, initiative slipped and decisions moved back to the top because quick correction seemed safer than coaching (Hughes and Rog, 2008). It is evident that this was practical and close to the work. Still, it keeps coming up (Gittell, 2002).
In Front Office, transformational habits were easiest to spot because guest contact and teamwork allowed discretion. Housekeeping stayed tied to fixed pace measures, so growth had little room to take root because throughput ruled the day. Food and Beverage shifted between both modes, more open when calm and more directive once service intensified. The broader point aligns with Kruja et al. (2016) and Hossny (2019), because empowerment holds when the system leaves space for it and weakens when routine tightens. Of course, style matters, yet conditions decide how far it can travel.
Empowerment through clear authority
Supportive words help, although progress came when staff knew exactly what they could decide and when. Confidence rose where discretion existed and slipped when procedures were rigid. Kruja et al. (2016) describe empowerment as the match between responsibility and control, and that match was visible in the Front Office but appeared less often elsewhere. The lesson is simple. Authority needs to be defined so that people can act without hesitation.
Corporate commitment and daily practice
Brand programmes were present in documents, yet they rarely surfaced in routine briefings or team discussions. Thrive@Hilton and Women in Leadership were known, but they did not guide daily choices on the floor. Ispas (2010) cautions that development schemes lose force when they sit apart from operations, and that concern was easy to see here. Where local managers chose to apply the ideas, inclusion felt active. Where they did not, policy remained quiet.
Structural barriers and women’s progression
Capability among women was visible across service recovery and coordination, and guests felt the benefit. However, access to strategic tasks stayed limited, and mentoring arrived inconsistently. Advancement depends on visibility in decision spaces and sponsorship that opens doors, as Knutson and Cichy (2002) and Peshave and Gupta (2017) underline. Readiness was there. The route to show it was narrow.
Final reflection
Taken together, the picture points to systems that need to repeat fair practice until it becomes habit. Clear delegation, steady mentoring, and visible routes to development make inclusion durable. Without those anchors, progress appears in fragments. At DoubleTree by Hilton Southampton, inclusion showed when trust met design and it faded when speed and compliance took over. The larger task is to build empowerment into the fabric of everyday work so that opportunity sits inside process and not on the margins. This continues to come up, and it will keep returning until the routine holds it in place.


Recommendations
On site, empowerment and leadership growth leaned on individual behaviour because routine systems were uneven. To give women clear room to progress, daily practice needs structure that repeats. The points below turn the earlier insights into actions that sit inside normal operations.
Build consistent leadership habits through training
Leadership looked different across departments. Some supervisors delegated and recognised effort; others focused on pace and control. Style shapes morale and confidence, so steady development matters. Dashper (2020) notes that inclusive leadership is learned through practice, and Gander and Sharafizad (2025) stress that fair progression rests on measured competence.
Recommended actions:
· Introduce quarterly workshops for supervisors on delegation, feedback, and unconscious gender bias.
· Use real operational cases, such as service recovery or rota conflict, so learning connects with daily work.
· Add leadership behaviours to performance reviews alongside technical metrics.
Expected impact: Leadership becomes a shared skill, inconsistency reduces, and trust grows across departments.
Turn encouragement into clear authority
Kind words help, although confidence grows when people know exactly what they can decide. Kruja et al. (2016) show that empowerment holds when decision authority is explicit and supported by trust.
Recommended actions:
· Set empowerment thresholds that authorise staff to resolve issues within clear financial or procedural limits.
· Extend empowerment cards to Housekeeping and Food and Beverage, matching the scope already used in Front Office.
· Run a weekly voice forum where employees present small improvements, rotating facilitation to increase visibility for women.
Expected impact: Decision space becomes predictable, transparent, and measurable. Managers rely less on discretion, and staff act sooner.


Bring corporate programmes into daily routines
Thrive@Hilton and Women in Leadership often appear strong on paper, yet in daily operations they tend to fade. Ispas (2010) warned that programmes lose strength when they stay symbolic, and it feels accurate because visibility depends on process, not intention. It also depends on who carries the message, of course, since energy travels through people more than through handbooks.
Recommended actions
· Assign a Programme Champion in every department to share updates, track engagement, and connect staff with new opportunities.
· Include programme participation inside personal development reviews because progress only lasts when it has structure.
· Share short examples of participant results in internal updates so the benefits look practical, not abstract.
Expected impact
Staff begin to see these schemes as tools that belong to them because they reach the floor, not just the screen. Engagement strengthens, and accountability becomes easier to trace.
Make mentoring structured and visible
Support was present, but it shifted too much with personality and goodwill. A clear routine would make growth predictable rather than accidental. Knutson and Cichy (2002) emphasise that mentoring is a strong driver of women’s leadership, and the placement reflected that quietly.
Actions
· Set six-month mentoring cycles and match women seeking progression with managers from different departments.
· Hold one goal-setting meeting and one review meeting per cycle.
· Use a short template focused on confidence, exposure to decisions, and visibility.
Expected effect
Development becomes consistent and professional. People know what to expect and when.
Expand access to strategic tasks
Women handled service work confidently, yet planning and budgeting stayed closed spaces. Peshave and Gupta (2017) link progression to experience in scheduling and forecasting, which matches what emerged. Leadership grows through proximity to decision-making.
Actions
· Rotate staff into scheduling, stock control, and forecasting tasks.
· Invite selected staff to management meetings and discuss what they observed afterwards.
· Log new responsibilities in development records so progress is visible at review time.
Expected effect
Potential is demonstrated through action. Promotion discussions become clearer and fairer.
Connect empowerment to performance
Progress fades when it is not tracked. Mooney (2020) argues that inclusion gains stability when tied to indicators, and the reasoning is clear. Without measures, momentum slips.
Actions
· Add empowerment markers to KPIs, such as independent decision use and participation in development activities
· Recognise managers who actively support women’s progression and share those examples.
Expected effect
Growth becomes part of performance culture. It stays visible and taken seriously.
Closing note
These steps shift inclusion from intention to habit because development is scheduled, responsibility is shared, and recognition is reinforced. Empowerment stops depending on the personality of individual managers and begins to reflect the system itself (Gerged, Tran and Beddewela, 2022).
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