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Abstract
Leadership at DoubleTree by Hilton Southampton proved far more complex than any single theory could capture, and this report seeks to make sense of that complexity through direct observation during a ten-week placement. The main focus was on how supervisors across Front Office, Food and Beverage, and Housekeeping influenced teamwork, staff morale, and the quality of service, all of this happening in a period when the industry was still dealing with post-pandemic pressure, labour shortages, and the rapid spread of digital systems. An interpretivist approach and qualitative case study design were used because leadership in a hotel is not something you can reduce to numbers; it lives in conversations, reactions, and the small decisions supervisors make under pressure.
What the findings showed, broadly, is that no single leadership style dominated, and the departments that performed best were those in which supervisors adapted their approach to fit the moment. Front Office leaned heavily on transformational behaviours, supervisors modelling standards, being visible, and keeping morale up. Food and Beverage was more situational, shifting tone and direction depending on how busy things got and on the team's experience. Housekeeping remained mostly transactional, which kept things efficient but left staff little room to take ownership. Across all three, emotional intelligence came up again and again as the thing that made the difference, not as a soft add-on, but as a practical skill that affected how quickly problems got solved and how well teams held together under pressure.
The report recommends structured coaching for supervisors, better digital communication tools between departments, scenario-based training for high-pressure moments, and performance measures that go beyond cost and speed to include staff well-being and CSR. The study is limited to a single site, but that single-site depth is also its strength, as it allows the kind of detailed observation that broader surveys cannot offer.






Chapter 1: Introduction
1.1 Background and Context
Running a hotel well has always depended on coordination, but the conditions since the pandemic have made that significantly harder, and that pressure has landed squarely on supervisors. Labour markets tightened, digital systems accelerated, and guests began to expect both speed and emotional warmth in the same interaction, a demanding combination to deliver consistently. Research reflects this shift: Diriani et al. (2020) argued that hospitality managers are now expected to combine operational control with emotional intelligence and real adaptability, not just one or the other. In a mid-market property like DoubleTree by Hilton Southampton, where staffing is leaner than in luxury hotels, and turnover is a persistent problem, that expectation falls hard on the supervisors working each shift.
Hilton's brand framework gives supervisors a reference point (the "Make It Right" service recovery philosophy sets a clear standard), but applying that standard in practice, with the staffing and resource constraints of a busy mid-scale property, is a different matter. What became obvious during the placement was that leadership was happening mostly through daily behaviour: a supervisor's tone at the start of a shift, how quickly they stepped in when something went wrong, whether they worked alongside the team or directed from a distance. Formal authority mattered less than presence and consistency, and the differences between supervisors were visible in how their teams responded: in confidence, pace, and the quality of service during busy periods.
Rotating across Front Office, Food and Beverage, and Housekeeping gave a useful vantage point for comparison, because each department had its own rhythm, its own pressures, and its own supervisory culture. The differences were striking enough to raise genuine questions about which approaches worked and why.
1.2 Research Problem and Rationale
The inconsistency in leadership across departments and shifts was not just an observation; it had real consequences. Where supervisors were supportive and visible, staff were more confident and cooperative; where leadership was directive or absent, errors crept in, and morale dropped. This aligns with what Huertas-Valdivia et al. (2019) and Clark, Hartline, and Jones (2009) found in their research: that leadership style shapes both service outcomes and employees' satisfaction with their work.
Most of the existing literature examines leadership either at the general manager level or through broad typologies that do not account for what happens on the floor during busy Friday dinner service or short-staffed morning check-in rush (Ladkin and Hemmington, 2010; Xia, 2022; Marinotti and Johnston, 2024). That gap between theory and the day-to-day reality of departmental supervision is exactly what this study aims to address, and it feels particularly relevant right now, given the labour instability and cost pressures the industry is facing. Arora, Kiran and Kumar (2024) argued that leadership holds service quality together during difficult recovery periods, which is roughly the situation the hotel sector has been in since 2020.
1.3 Research Aim and Objectives
This report examines how supervisors at DoubleTree by Hilton Southampton influence teamwork, motivation, and service performance across operational departments, with leadership understood as a daily practice rather than a formal policy. The objectives are to identify which leadership styles and communication patterns supervisors actually used; to assess how those behaviours relate to morale, cooperation, and guest satisfaction; to examine how leadership worked during high-pressure periods; and to propose practical development recommendations based on the findings.
1.4 Research Questions
Three questions guided the study. First, which leadership styles were visible across Front Office, Food and Beverage, and Housekeeping? Second, how did those observed behaviours influence motivation, teamwork, and service outcomes? Third, which internal and external pressures shaped how effective leadership could be within this particular site? All three were approached through observation rather than interviews or surveys, keeping the focus on what actually happened rather than on what people said happened.
1.5 Research Context
DoubleTree by Hilton Southampton is a 135-room full-service property with a bar, restaurant, and meeting space, and its service model relies on tight coordination between departments, particularly between Front Office and Housekeeping, where delays in one can create immediate problems for the other. Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry (1988) linked guest experience directly to the internal service climate, which is why supervisory communication and decision-making matter as much as they do here: they shape the environment that shapes the guest's stay.
Chapter 2: Literature Review
2.1 Leadership in Hospitality  An Overview
Leadership and management are often used interchangeably, but they refer to different things: management encompasses planning, coordination, and control, while leadership focuses on influencing people towards a shared goal (Bass, 1990; Yukl, 2013). In hotels, the distinction matters because service quality depends not just on systems being in place but on employees being engaged, confident, and willing to act on their own initiative when things go wrong. Johnston, Clark, and Shulver (2012) stated that leaders who act as role models and motivators consistently produce higher staff satisfaction and productivity, and, in a service environment, this feeds directly into the guest experience (Patiar and Mia, 2009; Wu and Gao, 2019).
2.2 Theoretical Frameworks
Transformational Leadership
The most widely cited approach in hospitality research is transformational leadership, which Bass (1985) defined as comprising four dimensions: idealised influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individual consideration. The appeal of this model in a service context is that it links motivation to meaning: staff perform better not because they are told to but because they feel connected to what the organisation is trying to do. Fayed (2022) observed the same pattern in front-office settings, where transformational managers produced higher levels of job satisfaction and commitment. That said, Khan, Amin and Saif (2022) pointed out that not all four dimensions carry equal weight in practice, but inspirational motivation and idealised influence tended to drive performance more than intellectual stimulation, which suggests the emotional and relational side of this approach matters more than the visionary side when it comes to day-to-day service work.
Servant Leadership
Greenleaf's (1977) servant leadership model flips the usual hierarchy by putting employee well-being above managerial authority, and in a hospitality context, that fits reasonably well given how much the work depends on care and attentiveness. O'Fallon and Rutherford (2010) argued that servant leadership aligns naturally with the values already expected of service staff, and more recent research by Saptura et al. (2024) showed it improved accountability and engagement in Indonesian hotel settings. Van Dierendock (2011) also found that servant-style leaders increased team creativity and cultural sensitivity, both of which are relevant in the kind of multicultural, high-turnover environment that characterises most UK hotels right now. The motivational benefits seem to come from belonging: when staff feel that a leader genuinely supports them, they are more likely to stay and go the extra mile.
Situational Leadership
Hersey and Blanchard (1988) proposed that the most effective leaders adjust their approach based on where their team members are in terms of competence and readiness, directing when people are new, coaching when they are developing, supporting when they are capable but uncertain, and delegating when they are fully confident. For hotel environments, where service intensity shifts dramatically across shifts and seasons, this adaptability is arguably essential rather than optional. Huertas-Valdivia et al. (2019) found that leaders who moved between directive and supportive modes improved both morale and service quality, consistent with observations during the placement.
Transactional Leadership
Transactional leadership (based on rules, monitoring, and reward) is often treated as the less sophisticated option, but Bass (1990) and O'Fallon and Rutherford (2010) both stated that this style still has a place, particularly for standardised, repetitive tasks where compliance is the primary goal and housekeeping is the obvious example. The problem is that overreliance on transactional methods tends to crowd out innovation and reduce the kind of intrinsic motivation that makes staff genuinely care about quality. A hybrid approach (one that combines the discipline of transactional leadership with the motivational power of transformational or servant behaviours) is probably what most successful hotel supervisors are already doing, even if they would not describe it in those terms.
2.3 Leadership and Motivation
Motivation in hospitality is harder to sustain than in most industries because the emotional labour is high and the recognition is often low. Huertas-Valdivia et al. (2019) observed that leadership style had a direct effect on job satisfaction and commitment among hotel staff in Spain, with transformational approaches working particularly well when they combined recognition with genuine autonomy. Servant leadership also showed strong results in this area: Kyambade et al. (2024) reported lower absenteeism and higher engagement when staff felt psychologically safe, and Zia et al. (2022) found that servant leadership in Pakistani hotel settings reduced turnover intentions by increasing employees' sense of role embeddedness. Ma et al. (2024) argued that empathy and adaptability have become core leadership qualities in hospitality, as leaders who model resilience and offer real support reduce burnout and hold teams together.
2.4 Communication and Culture
Communication is the medium through which leadership actually operates day to day, and its quality shapes everything from staff stress levels to how well departments coordinate. Dawson et al. (2023) found that hotels where employees perceived open dialogue and fairness had lower stress and higher engagement across the board. Cultural context matters here too, as Du et al. (2022) showed that in high power-distance cultures, staff tend to expect more directive communication, while collectivist teams prioritise harmony and collaboration, which means leaders in multicultural environments need to be genuinely flexible in their communication rather than defaulting to one style.
Shestakova, Vikarchuk and Belogor (2023) highlighted pre-shift briefings and real-time digital tools as particularly important for interdepartmental coordination, and Azzahra and Asshofi (2024) found that positive communication between housekeeping and other departments directly improved guest satisfaction scores. Talaja et al. (2023) noted that transparent communication from leaders builds trust and reduces resistance to change, which is relevant given the extent of operational change hotels have experienced in the last few years.
2.5 Guest Experience and Service Quality
Ultimately, the quality of leadership shows up in the guest experience, and the SERVQUAL model developed by Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry (1988) offers a useful framework for understanding how service quality is measured across five dimensions: reliability, responsiveness, assurance, empathy, and tangibles. Fernandes, Morgado and Rodrigues (2018) found that employees under leaders who practised service recovery and emotional regulation improved their responsiveness and empathy scores in guest feedback, while Fayed (2022) linked transformational leadership directly to higher satisfaction scores because empowered staff were more willing to take ownership of decisions. Ramkisson, Havondo and Sowamber (2020) added that CSR-focused leadership improved customer loyalty, suggesting that how leaders approach values and responsibility internally has an outward effect that guests can feel.


2.6 Operational Effectiveness
Beyond the people side, leadership also shapes how well operations actually run. Johnston, Clark and Shulver (2012) described operations management in service industries as fundamentally about aligning systems with people, and Veal (2017) suggested hotels are complex systems in which informal teamwork is just as important as formal routines. Patiar and Mia (2009) found that transformational leadership improved hotel financial performance through better control and innovation, and Peng, Yang and Huan (2022) showed that leadership combining empowerment with responsiveness produced higher organisational performance overall. Operational success, in other words, is not just a product of good systems, but it reflects the leadership culture that sits underneath them.
2.7 Gaps in the Literature
Despite a substantial body of research, most leadership studies in hospitality focus on senior managers rather than departmental supervisors who actually run daily operations, and they tend to examine leadership styles in isolation rather than in combination (Sandstrom and Reynolds, 2020; Peng, Yang and Huan, 2022). There is also a geographical skew: the majority of empirical work comes from Asia or the Middle East, with very little qualitative research based in UK full-service hotels. Cross-departmental dynamics (particularly between Front Office and Food and Beverage) are rarely examined in detail, and the mechanisms through which leadership affects operations (communication patterns, service recovery behaviours) are often missing from the picture. This study tries to fill some of those gaps.









Chapter 3: Methodology
3.1 Research Philosophy
Understanding leadership in a hotel requires being inside it rather than observing it from a distance, which is why an interpretivist approach made sense for this study. Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2009) described interpretivism as the view that organisational reality is constructed through interaction, shared meaning, and lived experience (rather than on a fixed measurement), and that this view fits hotel service work well. Leadership here is expressed through timing, tone, and the management of emotional labour in real service encounters. Denscombe (2010) links interpretivism specifically to environments where interpersonal influence shapes outcomes, which is exactly the kind of environment a hotel is. The placement at DoubleTree by Hilton Southampton provided sustained, embedded access to that environment across departments and shifts, which Veal (2017) argues is the most reliable way to strengthen interpretation when reflection is made systematic and transparent.
3.2 Research Design
A qualitative case study was the right design here because, as Yin (2009) argued, behaviour and context cannot be meaningfully separated when work depends on interaction. The hotel offered a single, controlled brand setting while the departments operated with genuinely distinct routines, staffing patterns, and service pressures, making comparison possible without the noise of different organisational cultures. Data collection ran over ten weeks, covering Front Office, Food and Beverage, and Housekeeping, with an inductive approach, meaning patterns were allowed to emerge from repeated observation. Cottrell (2017) notes that reflective logging close to the event preserves accuracy that recall cannot, so fieldnotes were written during breaks and shortly after shifts, wherever possible.
3.3 Data Collection
Four sources fed into the analysis. Participant observation during live service (including briefings, handovers, peak-period supervision, and service recovery moments) gave access to tone, sequencing, and informal negotiation that no survey or interview could have captured, as Denscombe (2010) points out. Reflective logs and daily fieldnotes built a chronological record of incidents related to delegation, conflict, workload, and team atmosphere, enabling identification of recurring dynamics over time rather than isolated events. Informal conversations during breaks and handovers helped triangulate observations and surface differences in how colleagues interpreted the same situations, thereby reducing the risk of reading everything through a single perspective. Finally, a review of briefings, guest feedback, rotas, and operational plans made it possible to compare what was formally expected with what was actually happening, revealing the gaps.
3.4 Analytical Frameworks
Three frameworks were applied in combination. Thematic analysis followed Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-phase process (familiarisation, coding, theme development, review, definition, and reporting) and produced themes around leadership visibility, communication style, adaptability, emotional intelligence, and operational consistency. SWOT analysis was used to assess internal leadership effectiveness, mapping strengths such as visible supervision and a positive feedback culture against weaknesses such as inconsistent cross-departmental communication. PESTLE provided the external context, connecting labour shortages, digital change, and shifting social expectations to what was observed on the ground. Using all three together meant that neither the internal nor the external picture was read in isolation.
3.5 Ethical Considerations
Ethical approval came through the UWTSD PG2 process (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2025), which ensures compliance with professional and legal research standards. All participation in informal discussions was voluntary, no personal identifiers were recorded, and data were fully anonymised. Reflective logs were stored in password-protected files in line with GDPR requirements. There was no deception involved, no formal external interviews were conducted, and no data were collected after the placement ended.








Chapter 4: Findings
The findings draw on three analytical lenses  (PESTLE, SWOT, and thematic analysis), and each one adds a different layer to the picture. Together, they show how leadership at DoubleTree Southampton was shaped not just by individual supervisors but also by the broader environment they operated in, and how internal culture and external pressure interacted to produce the observed patterns.
4.1 PESTLE Analysis
Political Aspects
Post-Brexit visa restrictions significantly reduced the pool of available EU workers, forcing hotels, including Hilton properties, to rely more heavily on international recruitment and invest more in training and rapid onboarding (Mooreks, 2024; Clarkslegal, 2025; The Access Group, 2025). Papadopoulos, Lopez-Andreu and Jamaliana (2021) documented how this pushed hotels towards greater investment in retention and internal development, and both were visible during the placement. Supervisors were often teaching on the job (walking new staff through check-in steps or restaurant set-up procedures during live service), which accelerated onboarding but left less time for broader coaching. What it produced, in practice, was a mentoring-oriented leadership style that required patience and cultural empathy in equal measure, given the teams' diversity in language and background.
Economic Aspects
Cost pressure was a constant backdrop. Vanpoucke and Klassen (2024) noted that tight economic conditions test a leader's ability to maintain morale when resources are limited, and that this tension was evident throughout the placement, with rota constraints and the frequent need to redistribute tasks on the fly during peak periods. In both Front Office and Food and Beverage, supervisors had to motivate understaffed teams to maintain standards while also managing the floor themselves, which meant less time for feedback and development, even when it was clearly needed. Le, Ta and Ha (2025) found that visible supervision improves staff resilience under these conditions, which matched what was observed: supervisors who stayed on the floor and intervened early in bottlenecks kept output up and morale steadier than those who stepped back.

Social aspects
Staff expectations of leadership have shifted because inclusion, empathy, and psychological safety now matter to employees in ways they perhaps did not a generation ago (Talukder and Kumar, 2024). The placement hotel reflected this, with supervisors regularly balancing authority with visible emotional fairness during stressful hours. When they got that balance right, especially when they simplified instructions and checked understanding with multilingual staff, not simply assuming everyone was following, errors reduced, and tension during handovers eased noticeably. Huertas-Valdivia et al. (2019) found exactly this dynamic in their research on empathetic leadership in multicultural teams.
Technological Aspects
Hilton's OnQ system and digital check-in platforms have changed how communication works across departments (Cobanoglu et al., 2021), and not always smoothly. During the placement, system updates caused check-in errors on several occasions, and how supervisors responded to those moments varied considerably: those who were confident with the system resolved issues in real time and kept the team calm, while those less comfortable with the technology created delays and allowed frustration to build. Adeyinka-Ojo et al. (2020) confirmed that digital literacy is now part of what effective leadership looks like in hospitality, and the data here supported that supervisors who guided staff through technical problems maintained better morale and guest satisfaction than those who escalated to IT.
Legal Aspects
GDPR, equality legislation, and health and safety requirements shape supervisory behaviour in ways that are often so routine they go unnoticed, but during check-in, leaders consistently prompted staff to verify IDs and protect guest information on screens, which Johnston et al. (2012) would describe as compliance integrated into daily practices opposed to being treated as a separate task. That kind of habitual supervisory cue was more effective than occasional reminders, and it also reinforced fair treatment of employees, linking back to the social expectations noted above.
Environmental Aspects
Hilton's 2024 CSR report outlines sustainability and community engagement commitments, and at DoubleTree Southampton, those commitments were visible in small, everyday supervisory actions such as encouraging reduced paper use, monitoring food waste, and framing recycling as a shared norm rather than a top-down obligation. Freire and Concalves (2021) explained that environmental responsibility has become a genuine marker of leadership quality in hospitality, and Ramkissoon, Mavondo and Sowamber (2020) found that CSR-driven leadership improved both internal morale and external reputation when presented as something the team collectively owned.
PESTLE Table
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4.2 SWOT Analysis
Strengths
Hilton's brand culture was a genuine operational strength. The "Make It Right" philosophy gave supervisors a consistent reference point that staff understood, allowing service recovery decisions to be made faster because everyone knew the standard. Leadership visibility was another real asset because managers who worked alongside their teams during busy shifts reduced escalation and dealt with problems earlier, which Le, Ta and Ha (2025) linked directly to higher staff confidence and guest satisfaction.
Weaknesses
Cross-departmental communication was the most persistent weakness, particularly between Front Office and Housekeeping, where room-readiness updates were frequently delayed or incomplete, leading to guest wait times, repeat follow-ups, and friction between teams. Azzahra and Asshofi (2024) identified exactly this kind of gap in their research as a driver of operational inefficiency and employee frustration. Leadership quality also varied between departments: some supervisors showed genuine adaptability and empathy, while others stayed rigidly transactional regardless of circumstances, which Legood et al. (2021) found creates uneven perceived fairness across shifts and reduces staff willingness to take responsibility.
Opportunities
Leadership development stands out as the clearest opportunity. Many supervisors had been promoted internally without formal leadership training, and gaps in briefing quality, feedback habits, and conflict management were evident. Hughes and Rog (2008) showed that structured coaching and mentoring reduce turnover and improve succession planning, and that even a modest investment in this direction would likely yield meaningful returns. Digital integration is the other significant opportunity: expanding OnQ to include real-time interdepartmental notifications could reduce the manual follow-ups and rework that currently cost time and cause tension.
Threats
Turnover, workload pressure, and economic instability are the most evident threats, as each one makes reactive, task-only leadership more likely and increases the likelihood of burnout over time. Hughes and Rog (2008) argued that burnout is one of the most persistent risks in hospitality, particularly when recognition is inconsistent, and that economic volatility (World Travel and Tourism Council, 2024) adds job insecurity to an already stressful situation. Kyambade et al. (2024) found that servant leadership buffers staff from stress during turbulent conditions, suggesting that the response to these threats is not more control but more support.




SWOT Table
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4.3 Thematic Findings
Theme 1: Leadership Visibility and Team Morale
Supervisors who worked directly alongside staff during peak hours made a visible difference to motivation and trust, and not because of anything they said, but because being there signalled commitment and reduced the perceived distance between management and the team. In the restaurant, the duty manager stepped in to help servers during a large event, creating a sense of shared effort that held the team together through a genuinely difficult service. Fayed (2022) reported similar outcomes in front-office settings, and Bass's (1985) transformational model explains the mechanism: influence that comes from shared goals produces stronger and more sustained motivation.
Theme 2: Communication and Information Flow
Communication quality was both a challenge and a key factor in whether operations ran well or badly. OnQ delays and incomplete updates caused room assignment errors on multiple occasions, putting pressure on the relationship between Front Office and Housekeeping. What made the difference was supervisors who followed up digital updates with verbal clarification; those who did so avoided confusion; those who assumed the system was enough often created it. Azzahra and Asshofi (2024) showed that interdepartmental communication failures reduce both efficiency and guest satisfaction, and Goltz et al. (2018) argued that inclusive communication is what makes problem-solving possible in team settings. The technology can support coordination, but it cannot replace it.
Theme 3: Adaptive vs Rigid Leadership
The contrast between Food and Beverage and Housekeeping was the clearest illustration of what adaptability (or the lack thereof) actually produces. F&B supervisors adjusted their style based on team experience and how busy things were, which Hersey and Blanchard (1988) would recognise as situational leadership working as intended: staff got direction when they needed it and space when they did not. In Housekeeping, supervision stayed transactional throughout (checklists, time control, compliance checks), which kept tasks on track but left staff disengaged. Huertas-Valdivia et al. (2019) argued that transactional leadership produces compliance but not creativity or intrinsic motivation, and that distinction was evident here.
Theme 4: Emotional Intelligence and Empathy
Emotional intelligence showed up as a consistent predictor of effectiveness across all departments, and, in some ways, more consistently than formal leadership style. Supervisors who stayed calm and supportive during difficult moments helped staff manage pressure rather than adding to it, and the practical impact was measurable: faster resolution of guest complaints, less conflict between colleagues, and fewer errors during service. One specific instance stands out: a Front Office manager who quietly reassigned duties when a colleague was struggling with a difficult guest complaint led to a faster resolution and a visible shift in the team atmosphere. Kyambade (2024) linked this kind of servant behaviour to psychological safety, and Seijts and Milani (2022) argued that emotionally aware leaders build stronger commitment in diverse teams (both of which the placement experience supported in practice).
Theme 5: Operational Consistency and Service Recovery
Consistency depended heavily on how clearly responsibility was delegated and how supervisors responded when things went wrong. Service disruptions (delayed room service, slow food delivery) were not unusual, but their impact varied widely depending on whether the supervisor stepped in and took ownership or looked for someone to blame. Johnston et al. (2012) argued that service recovery is a systems outcome, not an individual achievement or heroic individual effort, meaning it requires clear leadership structures. Kim, Tran and Dinh (2023) found that transformational leaders encourage the problem-solving mindset that makes faster recovery possible, which was visible when a restaurant supervisor reorganised table assignments mid-service to prevent delays, a small decision that required both situational awareness and the confidence to act without waiting for approval.
What the three frameworks together show is a leadership environment shaped by both what supervisors chose to do and the conditions under which they operated. Post-pandemic pressures demanded resourcefulness; digital change required new technical competence; social shifts pushed towards empathy and inclusion. Inside the hotel, Hilton's brand culture gave supervisors a foundation, but communication inconsistencies and uneven development limited how well that foundation translated into consistent performance. Visibility, emotional intelligence, and adaptability distinguished the departments that performed well from those that struggled, and these three qualities are, importantly, things that can be developed through better training and support, not treated as fixed personality traits. The following chapter explores what those patterns mean in relation to existing research and what they suggest for practice.












Chapter 5: Discussion
Three patterns emerged clearly from the findings: transformational and visible leadership in Front Office, situational and adaptive supervision in Food and Beverage, and transactional control in Housekeeping. Yin (2018) argued that qualitative case studies are particularly good at surfacing the kind of context-dependent nuance that broader surveys miss, and that proved true: within a single property, leadership varied significantly according to departmental culture, service intensity, and individual personality. The overall pattern supports Bass (1985) on transformational leadership and O'Fallon and Rutherford (2010) on the situational reality of hospitality supervision, but it also shows that neither theory alone captures what actually happened across all three departments.
5.1 Leadership and Motivation
The clearest motivational results came from supervisors who combined transformational and servant qualities: leading by example, recognising effort, rotating tasks to reduce fatigue, and staying emotionally present during difficult periods. Kim, Tran and Dinh (2023) found that this combination increases creativity and cohesion in hotel settings, which aligns with the Front Office and F&B experience. Meuser and Smallfield (2023) explained that servant leaders improve empowerment and job satisfaction specifically by putting employee needs before organisational targets, which sounds straightforward but is harder to do consistently under economic pressure and tight staffing. Huertas-Valdivia et al. (2019) and Patiar and Mia (2009) both confirmed the link between empathetic, trust-based leadership and stronger commitment, particularly in multicultural environments, which aligns well with the DoubleTree Southampton placement experience.
Housekeeping offered the counter-example. Transactional leadership kept the operation running and standards maintained, but Bragger et al. (2021) argued that it prioritises compliance over engagement, and the difference was evident. The lesson is not that transactional leadership is wrong but that it works better as one tool in a broader repertoire than as the only approach available.
5.2 Communication and Technology
OnQ both helped and complicated things. System updates improved coordination when they worked correctly, but technical problems, which happened regularly enough to be a pattern (not an exception), created frustration and errors that fell to supervisors to manage. Shestakova, Vikarchuk, and Belogor (2023) stated that technology cannot substitute for leadership presence, a finding confirmed by placement data: when supervisors used personal dialogue to clarify information after technical delays, confidence and coordination recovered quickly. Schneider (1987) identified something he called "communication pressure" (the stress that comes from information overload and system dependency), and his analysis still feels relevant. Cobanoglu et al. (2021) found that digital readiness increases trust in leadership, which is consistent with what was observed: supervisors who were visibly confident with OnQ were more trusted by their teams, and that trust extended beyond the technology itself.
5.3 Cross-Departmental Comparison
The departmental differences are worth sitting with because they reveal how much context shapes leadership effectiveness. Front Office's "lead from the front" approach (supervisors alongside receptionists, guiding guest interactions in real time) produced consistent morale and service quality, echoing Sandstrom and Reynolds (2020) on presence and frontline confidence. F&B's situational flexibility prevented burnout during peaks and kept staff engaged even when things were difficult, which Hersey and Blanchard (1988) would describe as matching style to team maturity. Housekeeping's transactional focus ensured speed and cleanliness but limited collaboration, with Patel, Pettitt and Wilson (2012) noting that rigid supervision tends to produce communication breakdowns with the front line, exactly what was observed in handover failures between departments. Veal (2017) explained that context determines the most appropriate style, and this comparison reinforces that: there is no single right approach, but there are wrong ones for specific contexts.
5.4 SWOT and PESTLE Interpreted Together
Reading the SWOT and PESTLE analyses side by side produces a fuller picture than either does alone. Internally, Hilton's brand culture and visible supervisory presence were genuine strengths. Seidu et al. (2022) described organisational culture as the strategic glue that aligns behaviour with vision, and "Make It Right" operated exactly like that in practice. The weaknesses (inconsistent communication and variable supervision quality) reflect what Walter and Bruch (2010) identified as a common challenge in hotels: leadership fragmented across functional and hierarchical boundaries. Externally, the PESTLE picture shows a sector under real strain: post-Brexit and post-pandemic labour shortages (Webb, 2024), economic cost pressure, and rising expectations around both technology and sustainability. Hilton (2024) has positioned CSR and inclusion as strategic priorities, and Jayashree, Barachi and Hamza (2022) suggested that these external expectations are redefining hotel leadership roles from operational management towards ethical role-modelling. That shift was visible at Southampton, and it is likely to intensify.
5.5 Theory in Practice
The SERVQUAL dimensions that matter most to guests (reliability, responsiveness, empathy) were all directly shaped by supervisory behaviour during the placement, which supports Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry's (1988) original argument and connects it to a more current understanding of how leadership works. Du et al. (2022) cultural dimensions also proved relevant: Hilton's multicultural workforce displayed moderate power distance and high collectivism, and supervisors who used inclusive, empathetic communication managed those dynamics well, whereas those relying solely on authority created distance and lower morale. Bass and Avolio (1994) stated that leadership effectiveness depends on aligning style with both task and human contexts, which is probably the clearest summary of the findings.
5.6 Practical Implications
Several practical lessons emerge. Emotional intelligence is not optional; it is what allows supervisors to read stress signals, respond appropriately, and keep morale stable when conditions deteriorate. Kyambade et al. (2024) showed that it has measurable effects on engagement and retention. Delegation matters too: transformational leaders who trust staff to act independently build both innovation and accountability (Kim, Than and Dinh, 2023; Patiar and Mia, 2009), and Housekeeping in particular would benefit from more of this. Communication systems need human backup as digital tools improve coordination but cannot replace direct dialogue (Shestakova, Vikarchuk and Belogor, 2023), and cross-departmental consistency needs structural support: regular meetings between Front Office and Housekeeping would reduce the kind of friction that was repeatedly observed around room readiness (Azzahra and Asshofi, 2024). Arora, Kiran and Kumar (2024) observed that post-pandemic hospitality recovery depends on leadership development that addresses empathy, diversity, and technology together, and the findings here support that framing.
Leadership in hospitality, in short, is not just about managing tasks. It is about understanding people well enough to know what they need in a given moment, and having the flexibility to provide it.

Chapter 6: Conclusion and Recommendations
6.1 Summary of Findings
The central finding of this study is that effective leadership in a hotel cannot be reduced to one style, and any attempt to impose a single approach across departments is likely to produce inconsistency at best and disengagement at worst. What worked at DoubleTree Southampton was a combination: transformational behaviours that built morale and initiative, servant qualities that provided emotional support, and situational judgement that calibrated the approach to what each moment required. Emotional intelligence ran through all of this as the enabling capability, the factor that let supervisors translate theory into practice under real pressure.
Front Office benefited most from transformational leadership, with supervisors whose visible presence and service commitment drove strong staff confidence and recovery capability, consistent with Bass (1985) and Sok et al. (2018). Food and Beverage showed what servant leadership looks like in practice: supervisors who prioritised team well-being and task rotation produced the engagement and retention that Yulianeu and Yusuf (2024) and Huertas-Valdivia et al. (2019) predicted. Housekeeping demonstrated both the utility and the limits of transactional control: efficient, but limited in terms of creativity and ownership. The argument for a hybrid leadership model (structured when structure is needed, empathetic when empathy is what the situation calls for) is strongly supported by the data.
6.2 Practical Recommendations
1. Structured Coaching and Feedback for Supervisors
The supervisors here were operationally competent but inconsistent in their reflection on their own leadership. A structured coaching programme (monthly feedback sessions that combine self-assessment with team input) would help address that gap, and Le, Ta and Ha (2025) showed that regular coaching of this kind improves supervisors' confidence, communication quality, and perceived fairness. Lahap, O'Mahony, and Dalrymple (2016) found that structured feedback systems in hotels lead to more transparent communication and stronger interdepartmental trust over time. Embedding this into departmental routines (rather than treating it as a periodic event) would make leadership development a continuous process.


2. Integrated Digital Communication Tools
A shared digital dashboard (or an extension of OnQ to include real-time interdepartmental updates) would address the room readiness communication failures that caused repeated friction between Front Office and Housekeeping. Cobanoglu et al. (2021) found that effective digital transformation in hospitality depends less on technology than on leaders' readiness to integrate it into daily workflows, meaning training supervisors to actively manage these tools. Putri, Putra and Mazher (2025) found that cross-department digital platforms reduce duplication and miscommunication in exactly the kind of environment described here. A live dashboard showing occupancy status, housekeeping progress, and guest requests would reduce manual follow-ups and improve trust between departments.
3. Scenario-Based Supervisor Training
Hospitality training tends to focus on compliance rather than on the interpersonal competencies that actually determine whether a supervisor handles a difficult moment well or poorly. Scenario-based modules (simulating guest complaints, staff conflict, and service recovery) would address this directly, and Hughes and Rog (2008) showed that experiential training is particularly effective for internally promoted supervisors who have strong operational knowledge but less formal leadership development. Drawing on both transformational and situational theories (Hersey and Blanchard, 1988; Bass and Avolio, 1994), these modules should help supervisors recognise what a situation requires and adjust their approach accordingly. Quarterly delivery with peer mentoring between sessions would maintain engagement and ensure the learning sticks.
4. CSR and Well-Being as Leadership Performance Metrics
Hilton's (2024) CSR commitments to sustainability, inclusion, and employee well-being are already shaping supervisory behaviour in some areas, but they are not yet embedded in the measurement of leadership performance. Translating these values into leadership KPIs (such as sustainable resource management, team well-being initiatives, and community engagement) would make accountability concrete. Celestin and Vanitha (2020) found that inclusive leadership increases innovation and emotional connection within teams, and Kyambade et al. (2024) showed that empathetic leadership improves organisational resilience in post-crisis environments. Monthly "people and planet" reviews, where supervisors reflect on their team's contribution to well-being and sustainability, would shift the definition of leadership success from efficiency alone to something broader and more sustainable.
5. Cross-Departmental Exchanges
Supervisors spending one day per month in a different department would reduce the silo mentality that contributed to several of the communication failures observed. Greenleaf (1977) observed that understanding others' roles fosters humility and cooperation, and Bass and Avolio (1994) suggested that transformational leaders develop precisely through exposure to different challenges and perspectives. In a hotel where departmental fragmentation is a key internal weakness, cross-learning would foster shared accountability and reduce the organisation's dependence on individual leaders.
6.3 Theoretical Contributions
This study makes a case for a hybrid leadership model, moving away from the idea that any single theory can capture what effective supervision looks like in practice. Transformational leadership provided the motivational foundation (Bass, 1985; Sok et al., 2018); servant leadership sustained morale and psychological safety during difficult periods (Greenleaf, 1977; Kyambade et al., 2024); situational leadership explained the adaptability that made the difference between departments (Hersey and Blanchard, 1988). Bass and Avolio's (1994) argument that effectiveness depends on aligning style with both task and human context is arguably the clearest theoretical summary of what the data showed. Emotional intelligence was the thread connecting all three, not as a separate theory but as the practical capability that allowed supervisors to move between approaches as conditions required.
6.4 Reflection on Learning
Going through this process changed how I understand the difference between a good leader and a competent manager. Kolb (1984) described learning as a cycle of experience, reflection, conceptualisation, and experimentation, and the placement was a reasonably faithful enactment of that cycle, tested against reality, with patterns identified through reflection and ideas refined through comparison. Gibbs (1988) argued that reflection turns experience into learning, and that was genuinely true here: watching the contrast between transformational and transactional leadership in practice made abstract distinctions concrete in ways that reading alone had not. The analytical confidence built through this project (interpreting behaviour, recognising bias, connecting observation to theory) will shape how I approach leadership in my own career.
6.5 Limitations and Future Research
The most significant limitation is scope: a single site cannot support broad generalisations, and Yin (2009) was clear that case study findings should be interpreted within their context. A multi-brand or cross-cultural comparative study would test whether the patterns found here hold across luxury, mid-scale, and budget properties, and across different regional and cultural contexts. A mixed-method design (combining qualitative observations with quantitative staff surveys) would also allow for more objective measurement of morale and service performance. Exploring how gender, culture, or generational differences shape perceptions of leadership would add further depth to what this study can address.
Despite those limits, what a single-site study offers is depth, and the kind of detail about how leadership actually works in a specific operational environment that broader research consistently lacks.
Closing Reflections
Leadership in hospitality comes down to balance, knowing when to direct and when to step back, when to push and when to support, and never losing sight of the people doing the work while managing the operation around them. What this study showed, consistently across departments, is that the supervisors who got that balance right, visible without being controlling, empathetic without being passive, adaptable without being rigid, produced stronger morale, better coordination, faster service recovery, and higher guest satisfaction. The five recommendations proposed here translate that observation into actionable steps, and together they offer a practical path towards more consistent, emotionally intelligent, and ethically grounded leadership, not just at DoubleTree Southampton but at any similar property navigating the same pressures.
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