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Leadership Styles in Hospitality: Their Role in Team Effectiveness and Employee Morale, with a Focus on Democratic Leadership

According to John C. Maxwell, (2007), "Leadership is not about titles, positions, or flowcharts. It is about one life influencing another". Effective leadership becomes pivotal in considering the hospitality industry, where teamwork and morale directly influence customer satisfaction (Mullins and Dossor, 2013). This essay develops an argument that democratic leadership significantly influences team effectiveness and employee motivation due to its collaborative and inclusive nature. It then leads to a subtle understanding, through the examples of real-life cases and insights from scholars, of both strengths and challenges of democratic leadership in hotel management, pointing at its role in fostering positive workplace culture and operational success.
Leadership can be defined as a process through which an individual or group influences and directs others to accomplish organisational goals (Mullins, 2019). Various theories explain effective leadership, ranging from trait-based approaches to situational ones. Following, here are some of them explained:  Trait theory, according to Mullins (2007), maintains that leaders are born with confidence, decisiveness, and intelligence. Contrariwise, all behavioural leadership theories, as proposed by Lewin et al. (1939), are based on actions and not traits; leaders can be autocratic, democratic, and laissez-faire. The contingency theories, Fiedler's model of 1967 for instance, point out that effective leadership is situational as a factor of variables like team composition and organisational goals. The transformational and transactional leadership models, developed by Burns in 1978, elaborate on the roles of inspiration and reward in guiding teams. The McGregor's Theory X and Y, dating back to 1960, presents a contrasting perspective on managerial assumptions and shows how perceptions of employee motivations influence leadership styles (Heil et al., 2000). Further, the Managerial Grid by Blake and Mouton (1964) introduces a framework for balancing concern for people with concern for production, which remains integral in assessing leadership efficacy.
Robbins and Judge, (2017), highlighted that democratic leadership is considered among the best leadership styles because of its collaborative and inclusive approach with the employees. This is unlike any other approach that does not offer a free avenue for the communication of ideas and inclusivity of team members in decision-making processes. It is an approach which, therefore, works well within the hospitality industry, where changes, innovation, and teams are core to driving success (Yukl and Gardner, 2020). Democratic leaders create in the followers a sense of ownership and involvement; hence, this style usually goes with highly motivated employees, job satisfaction, and greater levels of performance (Bass & Bass, 2009).
On the other hand, under the laissez-faire leadership style, hands-off behaviour is demonstrated in the activity of the employees. While this style is able to facilitate creativity and independence, it often relies heavily on the self-motivation and expertise of the team members (Goethals, Allison and Sorenson, 2023). Without proper guidance, this method may result in less efficiency or a lack of direction, especially in those environments where coordination is essential. For example, in the hospitality industry, laissez-faire leadership may work in certain situations with experienced and self-motivated employees but may be problematic in certain operational positions that require explicit direction and supervision (Northouse, 2022).
On another extreme, autocratic leadership concentrates decision-making powers in the hands of the leader, with very little room for employee input (Goethals, Allison and Sorenson, 2023). This is effective in situations that require speed or strict compliance, such as emergencies or highly regulated environments. However, as Sadler, 2019, emphasises, it often dampens creativity and reduces morale over time, as employees may feel undervalued or disengaged. In hospitality, where employee collaboration and customer interaction are pivotal, autocratic leadership may struggle to create the dynamic and inclusive culture necessary for sustained success (Goleman, 2000).
Sadler, 2019, highlighted the stark differences between these leadership styles, particularly in how they involve employees in decision-making processes. Democratic leadership fosters a collaborative atmosphere, while laissez-faire leadership offers freedom but risks inefficiency. Meanwhile, autocratic leadership ensures control and order but can limit innovation and employee satisfaction. Research indicates that adopting a democratic approach in hospitality leads to better team performance and customer satisfaction, as it aligns with the industry's inherently people-focused nature (Yukl and Gardner, 2020).
By being able to understand the different shades of each type of leadership, leaders may adapt their approach to events and teams (Sadler, 2019). The democratic approach proves to be specifically well-suited for the hospitality industry in that guidance does not overpower employees' contributions and results in productivity with a view towards customer satisfaction.
Democratic leadership has various advantages, especially within the hospitality sector. It enhances the collaboration at team levels by assuring the contribution of different team members. Innovation and service delivery, therefore, may be realized through such diverse ideas, as pointed out by the work of Remme (2008) on Leadership, Change and Responsibility. Such employees are prone to being motivated and committed to duty. For instance, the works of Brooks on Organizational Behavior in 2018 show that with a participatory approach, morale is raised, and team members feel part of the organisation. Democratic leadership also develops skills since employees get involved in decision-making and solving problems. According to Buchanan and Andrzej Huczynski, (2017), this kind of empowerment will develop individual capabilities and enhance the teams. This, in turn, generally leads to lower labour turnover rates, a key influence within the hospitality industry because of its labour-intensive nature, according to Mullins, (2007).
Democratic leadership does, however, face some challenges. A major disadvantage of democratic leadership is that it is usually extremely time-consuming; therefore, in a fast-paced environment where quick resolutions are needed, it may not be practical. Lewin et al. (1939) also warn that heavy consultation may lead to delays, at times hurting operational efficiency. Democratic leadership is also likely to be riddled with conflicts of opinion when opinions differ. Sadler (2019) mentions that this is especially demanding for a strong mediator, who has to ensure debates are constructive without blooming into workplace conflicts. In addition, this leadership style can hardly be effective without the leader being able to synthesize all kinds of views and lead the team towards consensus. According to Yukl and Gardner, (2020), in participatory decision-making environments, the competency of the leader is a critical determinant of success.
The application of democratic leadership in hotel management seems quite compelling, as evidence of its effectiveness appears to be better seen in practical applications. Marriott International will be used to illustrate how democratic leadership has been effectively applied. Marriott's leadership captures a feeling of employee involvement at all levels and sessions of feedback. Participative style developed mutual trust and involvement in their work environment, bringing high satisfaction with very low turnover rates. Such results directly contribute to Marriott's consistent reputation for excellent service, as noted by Peek (2023). This leadership style proved invaluable during the COVID-19 pandemic. For example, managers at Marriott actively involved employees in discussions relating to health and safety precautions, ensuring they were not only informed but also part of the decision-making process (Gibbons. 2020). They achieved not only adherence to protocols but also reinforced a sense of community and shared purpose among employees. Such strategies certainly hold good in times of crisis according to Mullins, (2007), as it builds adaptability and cohesion of the team in times of uncertainty. Similarly, Accor Hotels also successfully implemented democratic leadership during the pandemic by engaging employees in devising new hygiene procedures. Instead of imposing top-down regulations, the company asked housekeeping, front desk, and food service staff for their suggestions to establish effective regulations with the aim of ensuring safety (Accor, 2021). This made employees more confident and guests feel reassured, thus enhancing overall satisfaction rates.
Democratic leadership significantly influences team effectiveness and employee morale by fostering a collaborative environment where all members' opinions are valued (Al Rahbi, Khalid and Khan, 2017). Choi, (2007), highlights that this inclusivity leads to increased idea-sharing and mutual support, thereby boosting performance. A prime example of democratic leadership in action is Christopher Nassetta, President and CEO of Hilton Worldwide. Under his leadership, Hilton has successfully adopted a democratic approach, promoting collaboration across departments to enhance guest satisfaction (Hilton, 2023). Additionally, the Hilton Idea Exchange is another example where staff come up with ideas and refine them for better guest service, ensuring that employees' voices are heard. One of the successful outcomes of this was the Digital Key System, allowing guests to check in and enter their rooms using their smartphones—a boon to the efficiency of operations and guest convenience (Hilton, 2023). According to Brooks (2018), inclusivity promotes overall performance because individuals will be more engaged, leading to higher morale and better team dynamics. This approach also coincides with McGregor's Theory Y, which states that it is best to leave employees to self-direct in order for them to experience intrinsic motivation as a means of being a committed and self-driven employee (Heil et al., 2000).
Democratic leadership can also iron out disputes because openness within communication leads to resolution (Choi, 2007). One other example of a democratic leader is Herve Humler, the General Manager of The Ritz-Carlton. He incorporated staff involvement in decision-making processes for the development of guest experiences, developing a culture of excellence and accountability due to the process (Sheridan, 2025). This would not only help in developing team morale but also ensured a collaborative and effective working environment. According to Blake and Mouton's Managerial Grid, 1964, leaders have to balance concern for people with task orientation to reduce tensions and promote harmony. By incorporating employee suggestions, Naret minimized workplace disputes and kept his employees motivated, further enhancing the hotel's operational performance. Additionally, Marriott’s TakeCare Wellbeing Program (Bethesda, 2019), which includes employee-driven wellness initiatives, reflects how democratic leadership enhances staff morale and performance.
On the other hand, democratic leadership can be challenging when urgent decisions need to be made. According to Goleman (2000), democratic leadership is time-consuming, which can delay decision-making in urgent situations. For example, during peak seasons or when there are unexpected guest demands, leaders cannot make quick decisions if the whole team has to be consulted. Arne Sorenson, the late CEO of Marriott, experienced this challenge when he tried to apply a democratic, also known as participative leadership, style. Although it made his leadership inclusive, it sometimes caused delays during urgent operational crises, such as changes in guest preferences or staff shortages (Muhammad and Qadri, 2016). This well-meaning delay in decision-making thus placed Marriott's operational effectiveness at risk.
By contrast, founder Isadore Sharp of Four Seasons Hotels enforces a right balance between democracy and decisiveness. Sharp foments long-term planning based on democratic decisions but reserves the right to swift, firm decisions in operational crisis situations. That helped Four Seasons to sail through both routine and critical situations successfully (Harvey, 2015). Furthermore, Brown, (2025), explains that democratic leadership can lead to "decision fatigue" because of the over-reliance on consultations. Frequent discussions result in disengagement or lack of enthusiasm, affecting both team morale and productivity.
In other words, democratic leadership, while promoting high team effectiveness and morale through collaboration, has to be balanced to avoid delays in decision-making, especially in high-stakes environments. Leaders such as Nassetta, Naret, Sorenson, and Sharp are examples of how this leadership style can be adapted to suit various circumstances and organisational needs.
The fact that democratic leadership remains so relevant in the hospitality industry underscores how important it is for building high-performing teams and achieving sustainable success. This type of leadership style, with its emphasis on collaboration, inclusiveness, and empowerment, certainly aligns seamlessly with the customer-centric ethos of the sector. Though challenging, the benefits-developed team effectiveness, employee morale, and adaptability of the organisation-far outweigh the drawbacks when skillfully managed. Ultimately, it is the democratic leadership style that best represents how employee needs can be balanced with those of the organisation for valuable lessons that can be learned by hospitality leaders at all levels.
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