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           Leadership is the cornerstone of success within the hospitality sector, where employee satisfaction and teamwork impact consumer experience. A true leader is not someone who blatantly directs employees but is someone who guides and motivates his team to ensure they meet their shared goals (Ismaya et al. 2023). Leaders of this sector face huge challenges like employee turnover, high high-paced working environment, demanding clients and many others, and to mitigate such issues, it is quite important for a leader to adopt an effective leadership style. There are distinct types of leadership styles, autocratic, Laissez-faire, transformational or democratic that are followed by various leaders or managers in the hospitality sector with their specific benefits and drawbacks. However, the democratic or participative leadership style tends to be the most suitable style that not only includes employees in the decision-making process but also makes one feel valued and heard. Considering this, the essay will explore the impact of various leadership styles on team effectiveness and employee morale by focusing on democratic leadership style. With the presentation of various hospitality companies, statistical data and the use of theories, this essay would form a sturdy foundation towards exploring how a democratic leadership style is vital for enhancing employee morale and team effectiveness.
          Leadership theories are the foundation of understanding how leaders effectively tackle teams and motivate them to fulfil the shared objectives. There are distinct types of theories, like the Trait Theory, stating how successful leaders have inherent qualities like decisiveness, charisma and confidence, but this theory is criticised for overlooking the significance of learned behaviours and situational factors. Behavioural theory is another theory that focuses on actions and identifies leadership as the prominent skill that ought to be cultivated, but it highlights the vitality of people-oriented and task-oriented behaviours that are crucial in the hospitality sector. The situational leadership theory is another theory emphasising flexibility, arguing that strong leadership depends on the maturity of the team and situation (Mullins and Dosser, 2013). Additionally, McGregor's Theory X and Theory Y categorise leadership styles as assumptions on employee motivation. Theory X matches with autocratic leadership and views employees as needing close supervision, whereas theory Y aligns with a democratic or participative style that believes employees are already initiative-taking and are highly eligible to put forth their ideas and contribute to the decision-making process (Mullins, 2019). There are some other commonly discussed styles like laissez-faire, autocratic and democratic leaders. Autocratic leaders assert control and absolute authority over subordinates, which might undermine morale, whereas laissez-faire leaders have a hands-off approach that fosters creativity but somehow tends to lack direction (Modise, 2023). In this case, democratic leadership is the best as it balances by encouraging collaboration and participation while ensuring accountability, thus highly suitable for the hospitality sector.
According to Adair (2009), democratic, also called participative leadership style, is known for its ability to emphasise collaboration, shared decision-making abilities and strong engagement of team members. An employee always wants to feel included and welcome, and nothing can be better than to follow a democratic leadership style that fosters feelings of empowerment and inclusion among employees. This is immensely helpful in customer-facing sectors like the hospitality sector, but it has several limitations that might be avoided, too. Starting with its positive aspects, the first advantage of the democratic style is that it helps foster employee morale and engagement (Farzad and Roshdieh, 2024). By including team members in the decision-making process, democratic leaders make one feel valued, and that enhances one's job satisfaction and commitment. It is reported that companies following participative leadership style have witnessed over 21% increase in employee engagement (Nestle, 2023). For example, Marriott International in the UK focuses a lot on employee participation in regular town hall meetings and constructive feedback sessions. They prioritise their employees and give them equal allowance to share their ideas on every project and contribute their decisions on workplace practices or guest practices. This is one of the reasons that has not just enabled Marriott to enhance their employee morale but has enhanced customer service rates by over 20% in 2022. From making decisions on tapping their existing employees for first-time manager positions to insert flexibility in job roles, Marriott has been kind enough to take decisions of all their employees and hear the challenges they face so that these issues can be tackled properly without losing more than 90% of their revenue overnight, as they experienced in 2020 (Fortune, 2024). Open discussion promotes innovation and team collaboration, especially in hospitality sectors, where teamwork across various departments such as reception, housekeeping and food services is critical. This leadership style is known to enhance cooperation and communication among employees as leaders actively seek ideas (input) from their employees to harness varied perspectives, thus creating creative solutions. Whitbread PLC, the parent brand of Premier Inn, follows this by engaging its employees in various brainstorming sessions to enhance customer experience and operational effectiveness (Whitbread PLC, 2025). This is the major reason behind their innovative approaches to eco-friendly initiatives that have boosted their brand image along with employee pride. However, democratic leadership is suitable for contemporary workplaces where younger workforce like Gen Z and millennials often prioritise work culture and leaders who value their opinions (Graham, 2023). It is seen that younger employees are likely to stay engaged with those companies adopting inclusive leadership style as it derives 17% more high performance and 20% greater probability to make high-quality decisions (HBR, 2019). By fostering this culture, hospitality companies can attract and retain top performers and mitigate high employee turnover rates, which are prevalent in this sector. Despite these benefits, it has its challenges, and it is time-consuming. The hospitality sector is known to make rapid responses related to guest complaints or operational discrepancies, and so, the time needed to conduct meetings or discussions might be detrimental to businesses where it necessitates making quick decisions (Indeed, 2023). An instance of this can be during peak holiday seasons when hotels experience high occupancy levels and a huge surge in guest demands. During such situations, it is not suitable to wait for team consensus as that might delay critical decisions, resulting in a decline in customer satisfaction and service quality. Another issue related to the democratic leadership style is its unclear accountability when multiple employees are engaged in making decisions. It might be complex to pinpoint responsibility for results. Thus, this lack of clarity might result in conflict and inefficiencies within teams (Armstong, 2021). Democratic leadership demands a huge level of employee willingness and competence while participating, especially in situations where one lacks the necessary competence to contribute positively, which might lead to inefficiency and frustration (Ogolo, 2023). Smaller hospitality or newly opened hotels face this challenge, for they might employ those who are still enhancing their skills. Without offering guidance and training, this approach might lead to delays and unproductive decisions hampering quality. Additionally, democratic leadership is not always suitable for a hierarchical or high-pressure culture in the hospitality sector (Kanchanathaveekul et al. 2024). For instance, the Ritz London is known for their strong commitment towards ensuring high-quality and consistent service to customers (Ritz London, 2024). In such environments, an autocratic leadership style that asserts control and faster decision-making by the leaders themselves might be more beneficial to managing operational excellence. Under such scenarios, hospitality leaders must blend democratic practices with certain specimens of situational leadership and adapt their approach to the complexity and urgency of tasks. Training programs might be conducted to ensure team members are fully equipped to engage in decision-making processes, and thus, Whitbread is one such company that offers leadership training for their managers to balance decisiveness with inclusivity, thus ensuring all decisions are taken timely and are collaborative in nature. Marriott International's authentic leadership style emphasises majorly on employee engagement via their Begin, Belong, and Become program, where they encourage their employees to participate in a collaborative decision-making process and make decisions regarding any workplace policies, thus resulting in employee engagement as well as customer satisfaction, both of which are directly correlated with each other (GPTW, 2024). When employees feel prioritised and valued, they would automatically give in their best efforts to perform extraordinarily towards that organisation. Democratic leadership has positive outcomes of collaboration as it is well-suited for enhancing employee morale and team effectiveness. According to Woods (2021), democratic leadership drives team effectiveness by fostering open dialogue and mutual respect among employees. Various departments like food services, housekeeping and reception must work collaboratively to foster strong success and here, this participative leadership style fosters problem-solving and collaboration. Managers at Travelodge UK hold Team Voice sessions where employees in various departments share ideas together and address issues collectively. These sessions tend to have enhanced communication across various teams and have resulted in a 33.5% increase in operational effectiveness at Travelodge UK (Travelodge, 2025). Furthermore, a democratic leadership style improves team collaboration as well. It is reported that over 81% of hospitality employees in the UK felt democratic leadership style has improved their ability to work properly within teams (Gallup, 2022). Thus, it can be said that team members feel motivated and empowered to work under high-pressure work environments. Employees must be encouraged to voice their opinions and leveraging one's strength by using the Belbin Team Roles Theory helps democratic leaders to align their roles within their respective teams. Furthermore, employee morale is another aspect that directly enhances customer satisfaction and service quality standards. According to Rahman (2024), democratic leadership style boosts employee morale by promoting an environment where employees feel empowered, recognised, and respected. At Radisson Blu Edwardian Hotels, managers make it a habit to implement open-door policies that encourage employees to engage in decisions related to workplace improvement and guest services. This inclusive approach has been quite helpful for this fastest-growing upscale company as it helped them experience around a 28% increase in employee engagement levels in 2022 (Radisson Hotels, 2023). Thus, hotels can adopt this style of leadership so that they can maintain an initiative-taking workforce who gets a chance to channel their inner voice towards the betterment of the company and thus, enhance service quality and professional growth opportunities. Herzberg's Two-Factor Theory may be underscored here as it helps address the intrinsic motivators of employee satisfaction like achievement, personal growth and recognition that impact employee morale directly. In practice, democratic leaders ensure that their employees' hard work and contributions get noticed and that, in a way, makes an employee feel happy and more satisfied towards work. Furthermore, it helps a lot in building loyalty and trust among employees because when employees feel that their ideas are getting implemented, they feel a certain sense of purpose and belonging with the company they work in, which not only results in better productivity levels but less absenteeism and retention rates, highly critical in the competitive labour market. As said earlier, democratic leadership has several benefits, but it raises challenges as well for its slow decision-making process during peak seasons within the hospitality sector.
          This essay has mentioned how democratic leadership is beneficial in enhancing employee morale, team cohesion and team effectiveness that, in a way promotes operational efficiency. When employees feel their voices are being heard and prioritised, it enhances their ability to work more effectively. By fostering open and clear communication, inclusivity and team collaboration, democratic leaders tend to leverage positive impact on organisations that not just helps one to attain customer satisfaction but employee engagement too. However, this style also has several challenges depending on the way this gets implemented within organisations. Leaders must know ways to balance efficiency with inclusivity and ensure everyone in the team is fully equipped to contribute positively. 
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