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

The hospitality industry is one of the most rapidly growing industries that relies a lot on leadership to meet the goals of efficiency, employee satisfaction and guest satisfaction (Les Roches, 2022). This area of management in this industry encompasses different types of leadership approaches, which all affect the  team’s performance, the organisation’s culture, and results (Huertas-Valdivia,  González-Torres, and Nájera-Sánchez, 2022). Servant leadership stands out by prioritizing employee roles while developing supportive workplace environments and fulfilling team member needs. Unlike conventional leadership approaches servant leadership focuses on advancing employee growth which leads to organizational success according to Elphick (2024). Proper understanding of servant leadership principles enables its effective application in hospitality to boost employee work commitment and service quality alongside positive organisational culture creation.
This paper intends to explore both positive and negative aspects of servant leadership by examining its impact on team performance and employee morale. This paper presents applicable theories along with a case study which aims to produce practical outcomes of servant leadership in hotel management.
The essay format consists of several required sections. The initial section of the introduction examines different leadership styles before delving into servant leadership with its specific application within the hospitality industry. The paper conducts a critical assessment of how servant leadership affects both team effectiveness and employee morale through the analysis of a case study. It then compares and contrasts servant leadership with autocratic and transformational/transactional leadership styles, and the final chapter concludes the essay, presenting the main conclusions, discussing their implications for the hospitality industry, and outlining directions for future research.
In Collins’ (2001, pp21) view, the kind of leadership that must convert a good company into a great one. Unlike the big shot leaders who are flashy, noisy, and popular characters who can be easily identified and who rule the corporate world and beyond through their position and personality, there are those who lead the change and progress and do it in a completely different way. Their rare blend of modesty and persistent determination manifests through qualities that others describe as humility and introversion. Leaders who mirror the attributes of Lincoln and Socrates show less similarity to the commanding authority of Patton and Caesar.
There are various types of leadership styles that have been identified to assist leaders in handling their teams and attaining their organisation’s objectives. Some of the most recognised styles include: 
Autocratic leadership is a form of decision making where leaders make decisions on behalf of their subordinates and give little or no input to the team. This type of leadership is very useful in decision making and also in setting goals and objectives since everything is well defined. However, it can lead to low creativity and negatively impact the team spirit since the employees are not well-motivated and they tend to feel that their input is not valued (Gavali, 2023, pp33).
Democratic leadership encourages people’s participation and teamwork in the decision-making process. The strategy improves employee satisfaction and drives innovation through employee recognition and performance challenges. When consensus is difficult to achieve the process takes a long time and creates possible conflict situations.
The laissez-faire leadership style enables leaders to allow their employees extensive freedom while maintaining minimal supervision. This model delivers essential support and resources while team members enjoy the freedom to establish personal goals and handle challenges independently. This leadership style promotes creativity and team members’ ownership; however, it can result in disorganisation and low productivity if employees are not guided well (Udin, 2023, pp448).
Leaders who adopt transformational leadership guide their teams by creating a vision and supporting both personal and professional development. This leadership method builds employee engagement and encourages innovation alongside strengthening their dedication. Team members face intense pressure from the fast-paced activities of this leadership style which leads to burnout.
Transaction leaders use a system of rewards and punishments to manage the work of the team. Leaders give clear directions and provide instant feedback that is useful for meeting short-term targets. However, this style may limit creativity and innovation since people are more concerned with meeting the set goals than with coming up with new ideas (Udin, 2023, pp447).
This leadership model advocates fulfilling employee needs before leader interests to foster both employee development and well-being. The method enables team members to build trust among themselves while simultaneously enhancing team unity and increasing employee job satisfaction. A leader who appears too gentle may lose control when slow decision-making leads to possible disadvantages.
Leaders who practice servant leadership must focus on their followers' needs and welfare rather than their own personal gains or authority. Leaders who follow this model focus on empowering people and collective decision-making while promoting ethical growth instead of using personal magnetism or emotional influence. Servant leadership, a concept based on ethical and spiritual values, embraces six core values: empathy, active listening, accountability, and societal well-being (Bektas, 2022, pp75).
According to Elkhwesky et al. (2022, p.5), there are six characteristics of servant leadership: First, it involves supporting and developing individuals; second, humility; third, authenticity; fourth, interpersonal relationships; fifth, providing clear direction; and last, accountable management. Bwalya (2023,  p.191) mentioned several difficulties that are specific to servant leadership, which include the fact that it requires a lot  of time and resources, the challenge of balancing the needs of people with those of the organisation, and  the possibility that followers may take advantage of the leader’s kind nature. Nevertheless, servant leadership thrives in the setting of collaboration, empowerment, and personal development and, therefore, fits well in the non-profit and social sector organisations. According to Gutterman (2023, pp. 25-26), servant leaders enable their teams by encouraging personal development, autonomous work, and social responsibility, which, in the end, helps the organisation and the society.
Camm (2019) investigated the possible adverse effects of servant leadership and classified them into three categories. At the “Dark” level, leaders who are not self-aware may overestimate their capabilities and make wrong decisions and, thus, have no clear vision with their teams. At the "Darker" level leaders demonstrate paternalistic behaviour by making employees dependent while believing they are acting in their best interest. At the “Darkest” level people use servant leadership language and appearance to mask their authoritarian intentions. Leaders who manipulate their environments maintain control while directing their efforts toward personal goals instead of actual team needs. Camm asserts that regular self-reflection and awareness prevent the pitfalls associated with servant leadership which he defines by distinguishing true servant leadership from imitative behaviours that lack critical attributes. Kenton's (2024) research highlights servant leadership's limitations through required cultural changes and slowed decision-making and warns about employees being assigned tasks beyond their capability. 
Nouhad Es-Said's (2024) study showed that restaurant sector servant leaders meet their team's needs and serve as positive examples to follow. Servant leadership becomes effective during challenging times and difficult situations such as restaurant reopening or periods of low employee morale because it establishes trust and loyalty while supporting team members to become both dedicated and motivated. Successful restaurant leaders adjust their management style depending on the circumstances they face. The key to success is the right leadership style, whether in providing clear guidance during peak periods or encouraging collaboration in future planning and activities, they are all important back-stage aspect. 
To support the servant leadership style in the hospitality industry, the best example is Marriott hotels with strong emphasis on employee’s empowerment, diversity, and cultural management style (Gallo, 2020). Marriot as global hospitality industry represents one of the most successful cases showing that investing in employees’ wellness and encourages development leads to a higher guest experience and better business performance. 
Marriott believes that employees are its greatest asset, which it will achieve through inspiring employee recognition and motivation to strengthen teamwork as one of its two core leadership principles. Despite having achieved success the company still needs to translate their leadership style across its worldwide operations. The numerous changes in market direction and technology growth for managing brands and meeting customer desires and brand equity complexities are too much for merely manual operations. Managing a workforce that includes members from multiple cultural backgrounds creates additional management challenges. Through its commitment to servant leadership basics Marriott builds a workforce that stands strong and maintains high motivation. This leadership approach has helped in enhancing the employees’ engagement, the quality of services delivered to the guests and the overall performance of the company in the highly competitive hospitality industry (UKEssays, 2022; Gallo, 2020).
The organisation’s leadership philosophy is to treat employees as important stakeholders, encourage them to work in teams and, hence, make them feel appreciated and motivated. The company has reached impressive milestones yet struggles to maintain its leadership strategy throughout its worldwide operations. Maintaining brand identity alongside market dynamics and customer needs demands companies to manage a complex process. Operating across various cultural settings introduces extra difficulties for the workforce. Marriott creates a strong workforce and motivated team by consistently applying servant leadership principles. Through its leadership strategy the company strengthened employee engagement and customer service quality which boosted overall company performance in the challenging hospitality sector.
The organization created its leadership model through a combination of modern workplace strategies and Conrad Hilton’s traditional leadership principles. The hospitality industry recognizes Hilton as its leading global company. The company has been recognized as one of the best places to work because of the four core pillars: The company holds a position among the best workplaces because its foundation in four core pillars: purpose, growth, people, and inclusion & engagement brings this recognition. The integration of transformational and transactional leadership aspects in Conrad Hilton’s four leadership functions established the foundation of business strategies.
Trump Hotels have autocratic leadership style, which is centralized in decision making, close supervision and strong control of the brand identity. Feinberg (2022) describes Trump’s Washington D.C. hotel as a boon for foreign governments, particularly autocratic regimes, seeking to influence his administration through somnolent money spent on hotel amenities. In Trump’s top-down regime, the hotel operated with an eye toward the profitable — political and financial — results over the collaborative, and was emblematic of much more authoritarian traits: command, control and authority. Trump is particularly known for making unilateral decisions and breaking conventions, as well as confident use of language to support his position (Bhandari, 2023). Psychology Today (2019) provides a vitriolic critique of this form of leadership from a psychological and organisational perspective and the potential harmful bubble workplace this style could create. Such a style of management denies subordinates the opportunity to take part in decision making and therefore leads to low morale and worker turnover (Burn, 2019; Feinberg, 2022).
Hilton, Marriott and Trump Hotels’ leadership styles play a key role in influencing team performance and employee morale and in shaping the type of workplace and quality of services in the hospitality industry. Hilton Hotels & Resorts uses both transformational and transactional leadership to engage employees through a shared vision as well as structural processes and rewards to ensure that performance is met. On the other hand, Marriott Hotels & Resorts has chosen servant leadership approach which has its focus on the well-being and professional development of employees. Through fostering trust and inclusion alongside power this leadership style builds a supportive environment resulting in higher team productivity. Organisational consensus can lead to slower decision-making processes and pose challenges in aligning individual and group goals with company objectives. On the other hand, Trump Hotels have autocratic leadership culture which ensures that there is leadership and supervision of all operations. However, this ensures continuity and control, but it can limit the employees’ enthusiasm.
As noted by Heltzel (2020), the hospitality industry is characterized by autocratic and servant leadership, among other leadership styles. It is possible to combine these leadership styles in order to create a motivated and appreciated workforce while meeting the organisation’s objectives.
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