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Leadership plays an essential part in the success of the hospitality sector, influencing team performance, employee morale, and overall service quality. Mullins and McLean (2019) illustrate that leadership plays a key role in shaping organisational culture and affecting workplace motivation. In a sector where visitor satisfaction is necessary, effective leadership guides team dynamics and cultivates a positive organisational environment that improves employee commitment and performance. This study aims to evaluate different leadership styles - transactional, transformational, autocratic, democratic, laissez-faire, and servant leadership and their effects on team performance and employee happiness in the hotel industry. Understanding the impact of different leadership styles on employee morale and team efficacy is essential in an industry marked by elevated turnover rates and the continual demand for outstanding customer performance. This essay will examine the positive and negative aspects of various leadership styles, assessing their success across several hotel environments, ranging from boutique establishments to massive chain enterprises. We will examine case studies and real-world examples to analyse the use of leadership styles in hotel management and their impact on employee happiness and team performance. The insights obtained will be essential for understanding how leadership can be improved to address the distinct problems of the hospitality sector.
Leadership as part of the hospitality sector significantly influences team performance and employee morale. Mullins and McLean (2019) claims that leadership styles have a significant effect on determination, efficiency, and employee satisfaction, discussing the importance in recognising their effects across different organisational contexts. Theories including transactional, transformational, autocratic, democratic, laissez-faire, and servant leadership present many approaches for gaining objectives, particularly in the hospitality industry, where employee satisfaction is closely related to service quality.
The management style known as transactional leadership is based on a system of rewards and punishments that are designed to ensure performance and commitment. This approach, according to Khairy et al. (2023), improves organisational agility by synchronizing the actions of employees with explicit and measurable goals. As a result, trust between leaders and personnel in the hospitality industry is cultivated. According to Vukovic et al. (2018), transactional leadership, despite enhancing task performance, is less suitable for dynamic settings such as hotels because it hinders innovation and sustained engagement. 
It has been found that transformational leadership, which is characterised by vision, inspiration, and personal development, is particularly effective in the hospitality industry. According to Kara et al. (2013), transformational leadership has the potential to significantly enhance the well-being of employees, as well as job satisfaction and organisational commitment in settings associated with hotels.  Study conducted by Wu (2021) shows one of the most prominent examples of transformational leadership in hospitality, Isadore Sharp, the founder of Four Seasons Hotels and Resorts. Sharp established a clear vision that focused on service excellence, luxury, and creating a workplace culture centred around trust, respect, and personal growth for employees. His leadership not only transformed the Four Seasons into a leading global brand but also set new standards for luxury and service in the industry. Sharp’s approach mirrors the qualities of transformational leaders by promoting innovation and personal development while fostering an environment of psychological empowerment, which Huertas-Valdivia et al. (2019) describe as crucial for job happiness. According to the findings of Vukovic et al. (2018), transformational leaders encourage innovation, which is the most effective strategy for situations that require adaptability and increased customer satisfaction.
Leadership that is characterised by autocracy is characterised by leaders taking complete control of the situation and centralised decision-making. Hossny (2019) suggests that although this approach might be useful in times of crisis, such as when hotels are managing emergency situations, it might have a detrimental effect on the morale of employees and lead to a high turnover rate. Autocratic leadership often inhibits creativity and employee engagement, making it less favourable in service-oriented industries. Mullins and McLean (2019) contend that although autocratic leadership can improve immediate task performance, it frequently harms the long-term employee engagement and happiness by restricting autonomy and decision-making opportunities. The absence of employee engagement may result in increased turnover rates, especially in high-pressure settings such as hotels.
Democratic leadership supports team involvement in decision-making, resulting in increased employee satisfaction and better team dynamics. According to Hossny (2019), this approach increases job satisfaction by fostering employee engagement, rendering it especially successful in settings where personalised service is crucial.
Laissez-faire leadership provides employees with autonomy, yet it may result in inefficiencies in the absence of clear guidelines. Şeşen et al. (2019) discovered that this technique is most successful in highly competent teams within the hospitality sector, however it may lead to disorganisation in larger, more bustling hotels.
Servant leadership emphasises employee needs, cultivating a climate of trust and support. Rabiul et al. (2021) assert that this approach creates enhanced commitment to service quality, which is essential in the hotel sector, where client happiness is paramount. Isadore Sharp also exemplifies servant leadership in his belief that “if you treat people well, the way you would like to be treated, they will do the same”. His philosophy has been the foundation of the Four Seasons’ employee-first culture, where staff well-being is prioritized, resulting in high levels of employee satisfaction and guest loyalty. By focusing on the development and needs of his employees, Sharp fostered a sense of trust and respect, which directly translated into outstanding service quality—key to the brand’s global success (Wu, 2021).
Leadership styles significantly influence team dynamics and employee morale, particularly in the hospitality sector, where good leadership is essential for upholding high service standards and ensuring staff satisfaction. This section analyses the advantages and disadvantages of transactional, transformational, autocratic, democratic, laissez-faire, and servant leadership concerning team collaboration, performance, and employee morale.
Transactional leadership focusses on specific expectations, rewards, and sanctions, fostering efficiency in task-oriented settings. Hossny (2019) argues that transactional leadership significantly improves job happiness by establishing explicit objectives and providing rewards, resulting in improving team performance. This strategy could inhibit creativity and decrease long-term determination, as it emphasises compliance over invention. Transformational leadership, in contrast, promotes innovation and team involvement. According to Huertas-Valdivia et al. (2019), transformational leaders motivate colleagues by articulating a common vision, hence enhancing psychological empowerment and job happiness. This leadership style is very effective in dynamic circumstances but relies heavily on the leader's charm, which might be a disadvantage if this trait is absent (Rahbi et al., 2017).
Autocratic leadership, characterised by centralised decision-making, is helpful in scenarios demanding rapid judgements; yet its excessive application could negatively impact team morale. Munyanyiwa and Nelson-Porter (2015) suggest that authoritarian leadership, although beneficial in crises, may induce stress and unhappiness among employees due to its hierarchical structure. Conversely, democratic leadership promotes team input, enhancing employee engagement and happiness. Al Rahbi et al. (2017) discovered that democratic leadership fosters motivation and teamwork by enabling employee involvement in decision-making. Nonetheless, the protracted decision-making process can affect performance in dynamic contexts.
Laissez-faire leadership provides employees with significant direction, potentially enhancing innovation, although frequently results in a deficiency of direction in unstructured settings. Dallabona et al. (2024) propose that laissez-faire leadership might negatively affect employee well-being when individuals lack the required abilities or experience for independent work. In contrast, servant leadership, as described by Bavik et al. (2017), prioritises the support and development of employees, hence improving morale and job satisfaction. Servant leadership may be inappropriate in high-pressure settings requiring rapid decision-making, as it prioritises long-term staff development over immediate operational demands.
Leadership styles are frequently tailored to the particular requirements of hotel management, impacting team chemistry, guest happiness, and operational efficiency. This section examines real-world instances of leadership styles across various hotel environments, illustrating the practical application of each style.
Transformational leadership is often utilised in boutique hotels where individualised attention is paramount. Leaders that inspire and motivate their employees can substantially improve the passenger experience. Huertas-Valdivia et al. (2019) assert that transformative leaders in boutique hotels prioritise the cultivation of creativity and innovation, resulting in staff delivering outstanding client service. Transformational leadership enhances team morale and engagement by empowering personnel and aligning them with a common vision, essential elements for gaining higher visitor satisfaction in boutique environments.
Transactional leadership is more common in large hotel chains due to the need for standardised operational procedures and efficiency. Tran (2017) underlines that transactional leadership prioritises explicit objectives and performance-driven rewards, which are crucial for ensuring consistency across many locations. This method is especially efficient in guaranteeing conformity to specified standards while improving operational efficiency. Incentive-based programs, including performance bonuses for achieving key performance indicators (KPIs), have become common in large hotels, resulting in improved customer satisfaction and operational stability.
Autocratic leadership is frequently essential in crisis scenarios within the hotel sector, where rapid decision-making is crucial. Munyanyiwa and Nelson-Porter (2015) elucidate that authoritarian leadership in emergencies, such as natural disasters or fires, facilitates prompt and decisive measures that can preserve lives and safeguard property. In such instances, the leader's capacity to direct and manage independently of team consultation is crucial for effective crisis management. This leadership style may be inefficient for routine operations, although it is essential during catastrophic circumstances.
The implementation of leadership styles frequently depends on the hotel's scale and organisational culture. Transformational leadership could succeed at luxury boutique hotels due to a focus on personalised client experiences. In extensive chains, transactional leadership may be more effective in ensuring operational consistency (Sandstrom & Reynolds, 2020). Moreover, autocratic leadership, while inappropriate for routine operations, is essential in managing emergencies, facilitating prompt decision-making when required.
Leadership styles influence team effectiveness and employee contentment within the hospitality sector. The impact of several leadership styles, including transformational, transactional, autocratic, democratic, and laissez-faire leadership, can either improve or detract from employee performance and morale.
Transformational leadership promotes collaboration, innovation, and a collective vision. Fayed and Fathy (2022) assert that transformational leadership significantly affects job satisfaction and organisational commitment, leading to improved team performance. This leadership style encourages a constructive work atmosphere in which employees feel appreciated and empowered to engage creatively, crucial for maintaining superior service standards in the hospitality sector.
Democratic leadership enhances employee engagement by incorporating them into decision-making processes. Kumar and Krishnaraj (2018) illustrate that participative leadership increases work satisfaction and improves team effectiveness by cultivating a sense of ownership among employees. This approach is especially helpful in enhancing role clarity and shared values, which are essential in service-oriented hotels.
Autocratic leadership, defined by hierarchical decision-making, may limit creativity and independence. Arubayi (2023) discovered that although autocratic leadership may be beneficial during crises, it reduces employee happiness and overall team performance in the long term. Employees frequently experience suppression under authoritarian leaders, resulting in disengagement and less participation.
If inadequately handled, laissez-faire leadership, characterised by minimal leader interference, may lead to confusion and inefficiency. Sürücü and Sağbaş (2020) assert that laissez-faire leadership minimally influences job satisfaction, and its absence of structure could hinder team efficacy, especially in high-pressure hotel settings where explicit guidance is essential.
Servant leadership and democratic leadership styles are strongly linked to boosted employee happiness. Ozturk et al. (2021) stress that servant leadership improves work engagement and job satisfaction by prioritising the personal growth and welfare of employees. Participative leadership fosters open communication and collaboration, enhancing employee morale and job satisfaction.
In contrast, autocratic and transactional leadership may result in lower satisfaction if not delivered carefully. Fayed and Fathy (2022) indicate that individuals subjected to transactional or autocratic leadership frequently encounter decreased job satisfaction due to insufficient autonomy and acknowledgement, which could negatively impact their organisational commitment.
Leadership styles significantly influence team effectiveness and employee morale in the hospitality industry. Mullins and McLean (2019) highlight that transformational and democratic leadership significantly improves staff motivation and organisational commitment by supporting participation, creativity, and a common sense of purpose. These styles create an environment in which employees feel valued, resulting in increased job satisfaction and improved team unity. When it comes to luxury hotels that are focused on providing excellent service, transformational CEOs are particularly effective in fostering creativity and a shared vision, which in turn encourages innovation and increased employee engagement. Democratic leadership encourages employee participation in decision-making, which in turn improves job satisfaction and team collaboration. As a result, democratic leadership is ideal for situations that require significant teamwork.
In conclusion, autocratic and laissez-faire leadership styles have the potential to hinder the effectiveness of teams and the morale of employees. Despite the fact, that autocratic leadership is beneficial in times of crisis, it undermines creativity and autonomy, which ultimately leads to feelings of disconnection. In the absence of clear direction, laissez-faire leadership can lead to confusion and inefficiency, which can be detrimental to the organisation. 
Because of the dynamic and customer-focused nature of the hospitality industry, it is necessary for leaders to modify their approach in accordance with the circumstances and the requirements of their team. It is essential to have a versatile leadership approach, in which managers adapt their methods according to the circumstances, in order to achieve sustained success and ensure elevated levels of team performance and employee satisfaction, both of which are essential for achieving success. 
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