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Leadership Styles in Hospitality with a Focus on Autocratic Leadership

As John C. Maxwell explained, "A leader is one who knows the way, goes the way, and shows the way" (Maxwell, 2007). He thus defined in a few words what comprises the basic features of an effective leader: knowledge, action, and guidance. Strong leadership is needed in the hospitality industry because it directly affects operational efficiency, employee motivation, and customer satisfaction (Shoemaker, Lewis and Yesawich, 2007). Leaders within this section have to operate under highly fluid and turbulent platforms where their leadership roles entail instantaneous decision-making capabilities and staff cohesion as being their only yardsticks for performance.
Amongst numerous types of leadership styles propounded in literature is the autocratic type that retains its share in controversies even up to now. Generally, an autocratic regime is distinguished with centralized command with top-bottom concepts and has a clearly defined hierarchical structure. While some view that autocratic leadership ensures discipline and efficiency within the industry of hospitality (Shoemaker, Lewis and Yesawich, 2007), on the other side, it is believed to kill creativity and lower the morale of employees (Sadler, 2019). The nature of the industry itself is demanding: consistency, speed in decision-making, and quality of service are all areas where autocratic leadership can be both an advantage and a limitation.
This essay will critically evaluate the role that autocratic leadership plays in the hospitality industry through its respective pros and cons. This essay will argue that while this type of leadership gives direction and sustains order, it may create challenges with respect to team motivation and long-term employee engagement. This discussion, therefore, considers the pros and cons of autocratic leadership in hospitality from different standpoints with the rationale of determining whether the pros outweigh the cons in ensuring operational success.
Leadership is one concept that has been studied by many over a period of time. Different theories on leadership point to the aspects that constitute an effective leader, including traits of decisiveness, confidence, and resilience, which are essential. The trait theories, therefore, argue that leadership is an inborn thing (Mullins, 2007). Other theories explain that leadership styles, either autocratic, democratic, or laissez-faire in nature, are learned behaviour (Lindberg, 2022). 
To start with, autocratic leadership is characterized by centralized control, close supervision, and top-down decision-making. The leaders who adopt such a leadership style pay much attention to efficiency and order. Therefore, as Lindberg, 2020, highlighted, this leadership is applicable to high-pressure environments such as hospitality, where quicker and clearer directions are most necessary. This might also minimize employee autonomy and creativity (Sadler, 2019); hence, dissatisfaction and high turnover ratios can be prevalent.
On the other hand, the democratic leadership allows collaboration and enables the employees to participate in the decision-making process (Clarkey, 2011). This type of leadership enables teamwork and innovation, hence giving morale and satisfaction to the job. Citating Clarkey, (2011), democratic leadership can enhance service quality in the hospitality sector through encouraging staff involvement and flexibility. However, Woods, (2019), has explained how this may slacken decision-making processes in the fast-moving environment when immediate actions have to be needed.
Laissez-faire leadership is the third leadership style used by Kurt Levin, 1938, into his experiments (Lewin, Lippit and White,1938). In comparison to autocratic and democratic, Laissez-faire gives the most freedom to employees, with the least direct supervision. Though the leaders provide resources and advice, employees are free to decide on their own. This works perfectly in highly skilled and self-motivated teams, making this leadership style not very appropriate for structured hospitality environments where consistency and efficiency are so crucial (Shoemaker, Lewis and Yesawich, 2007).
Contingency theories are based upon the knowledge that no single effective style of leadership exists as one approach will contend on another with the change of situation (Fiedler, 1963). In this regard, Ayman, Chemers and Fiedler, (1995), have reflected that for operating an industry such as hospitality, which is usually dynamic, autocratic style may be necessary for smooth running but democratic or transformational style might be helpful for long-run performance and growth along with ensuring job satisfaction in employees.
The transformational leadership concept was first identified by Burns in 1978. It consists of inspiring and motivating employees by shared vision and personal development. Leaders of the transformational kind focus on innovation and employee empowerment, helping teams exceed expectations with enthusiasm and professional growth. Opposite to the autocratic style of leadership, where more use is made of direct orders, it has proved very effective in hospitality, where there is a development of a great organizational culture and commitment to service excellence (Bennett, 2019).
Transactional leadership is another widely recognized leadership style dependent on structured systems of rewards and punishments (Bass and Stogdill, 1990). This is performance-based incentives and adherence to established procedures, making it appropriate in environments where consistency and efficiency are essential. However, it may not have the flexibility needed for creative problem-solving and employee development (Sadler, 2019).
These various leadership theories and styles set the basis on which a critical review of autocratic leadership in hotel management can be undertaken. While autocratic leadership provides order and efficiency, the industry of hospitality may require multiple leadership styles in order to balance control with employee engagement and customer satisfaction (Shoemaker, Lewis and Yesawich, 2007).
The autocratic leadership system, marked by centralized decision-making and low levels of employee involvement, has been argued for years for effectiveness in high-pressure environments such as the hospitality industry (Lindberg, 2020). While its structured approach ensures efficiency and consistency, the rigidity associated with it can also stifle creativity and dissipate satisfaction among its employees.
Proponents argue that autocratic leadership is very important in maintaining efficiency even among large hotel chains such as Hilton and Marriott. According to Buchanan and Huczynski, (2010), autocratic leadership allows for complete uniformity of services through limiting the variances or anomalies experienced by customers via the implementation of strict guidelines. The well-laid chain of command helps to maintain order and eradicate any possibility of operational chaos in the industry where meeting customer expectations must be performed precisely.
Moreover, autocratic leadership is highly effective in times of crisis management (Lindberg, 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic was a very good example of how strong, centralized decision-making was required when hotels needed to implement health protocols and operational changes virtually overnight. Stoyanov and Diderich, (2017), reported that during times of great uncertainty, employees often preferred clear directions from leadership since it reduced the confusion and helped make sure new safety regulations were complied with. With tight control, autocratic managers could get the job done while protecting both staff and customers. What becomes clear is that autocratic leadership is not only appropriate in certain time-sensitive situations, but required.
Despite its many benefits, there are those who feel autocratic leadership has its negative impacts on employee morale and the eventual downfall of the organization. Mullins (2007) suggests a high degree of control and no participation by employees can result in job dissatisfaction and high labour turnover, which is particularly disastrous for the industry where motivation and involvement mean service quality. The participatory leadership styles, such as democratic or transformational leadership, on the other hand, have been found to augment the motivational level of the employees, reduce their stress level, and create an innovative culture (Sadler, 2019).
Yet, over-rigid sets of leadership principles tend to pay negatively when their nature upsets the employees themselves during times of crisis. On this note, Bolman, Deal and Netlibrary, (2003), establish that one-way commands under pressure inhibit effective two-way communication characterized by increased job tension, declining job satisfaction, and in the ultimate scenario hurting the customer service situation. Employees are likely to accept strict instructions borne out of dire necessity but fester in them over time.
While autocratic leadership is helpful in terms of efficiency and crisis management, it is questionable for long-term sustainability in the hospitality industry if not balanced with strategies of employee engagement (Lindberg, 2020). The key message here is that leadership should be flexible rather than inflexible-hotels may benefit from using autocratic leadership in moments of urgency while integrating democratic or transformational elements to maintain employee satisfaction (Ayman, Chemers and Fiedler, 1995). This is where a hybrid leadership model will probably offer the best solution: efficient and yet engaging. Efficiency for operational success, and engagement for a motivated and committed workforce.
The autocratic leadership style creates a paradox in the hospitality industry when trying to balance stability and employee morale. According to Mintzberg ,(1980), a structured leadership approach ensures consistency, but excessive control results in job dissatisfaction and reduces team effectiveness. Therefore, even if it gives clear authority and structured decision-making, if rigidly applied, it can suppress motivation and creativity, as Baligh (2018) stated. The hospitality industry, known for its high-pressure work environment and hierarchical structure (Mullins, 2001), exhibits the highs and lows of autocratic leadership.
One of the most well-known examples of autocratic leadership in this industry is McDonald's, where the reasons behind its worldwide success are closely related to highly standardized and top-down management (Ogdol, 2018). McDonald's has a very strict training model through their Hamburger University, which provides the same set of operational policies and procedures throughout the world (McDonald's, 2023). This approach tends to increase effectiveness and efficiency due to the elimination of ambiguity and clear expectations (Sadler, 2019). However, several studies have determined that this kind of inflexibility in their structure has created high turnover ratios, with workers expressing dissatisfaction in terms of a lack of self-improvement opportunities (Blake & Mouton, 1964). The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2022) reports that the average turnover rate in the fast-food industry, including McDonald's, exceeds 130% annually, demonstrating the impact of excessive control on morale and retention (Meyers, Paulin and Thiel, 2023).
Similarly, Hilton Hotels operates with a structured, hierarchical leadership model to maintain service quality across its global locations. According to Lindberg, (2020), the hotel’s standardized procedures ensure seamless guest experiences, reinforcing team effectiveness by reducing operational uncertainty. The company’s leadership guarantees compliance by stringent audits and performance reviews (Hilton, 2017). Still, results from a 2025 Glassdoor reviews survey show that while Hilton employees feel secure in their jobs, many have limited career growth and independence, impacting morale negatively. The survey indicated that more than 40% of former employees cited inflexible managerial structures as one of the main reasons for leaving.
Another case study for autocratic leadership is Marriott International. Marriott’s success is partially attributed to a firm leadership style that emphasizes strict adherence to brand protocols (Jerab and Mabrouk, 2023). The company has a well-defined chain of command where decision-making is centralized (Muhammad and Qadri, 2016). While this approach ensures operational consistency, employee surveys indicate that lack of flexibility in decision-making discourages innovation and engagement. According to a report by Elbaz and Haddoud, (2017), it was determined that hospitality businesses with more autocratic leadership structures - including Marriott - experience a 25% decline compared to those companies allowing employee empowerment.
On the other hand, Ritz-Carlton serves as an interesting example of how mixing autocratic control with employee empowerment positively impacts morale and team effectiveness. Unlike Hilton and Marriott, Ritz-Carlton provides budgets at employees' disposal to deal with issues on their discretion without awaiting managerial approval (Drucker, Hutton, & Holbeche, 2007). The approach gives the employee a sense of ownership and responsibility, hence increasing employee satisfaction coupled with customer service excellence (Sadler, 2019). A report from Latterly highlights that The Ritz-Carlton maintains an employee turnover rate of around 20%, significantly lower than the industry average of approximately 60% (Sheridan, 2025). 
Cases such as McDonald's, Hilton, Marriott, and Ritz-Carlton point out the paradoxes of autocratic leadership in the hospitality sector. While strict control can enhance operational efficiency and team effectiveness, excessive rigidity reduces employee morale, leading to higher turnover and disengagement (Sadler, 2019). As McGregor’s Theory X and Theory Y suggest (Heil et al., 2000), employees who feel over-managed often become disengaged, negatively affecting overall business performance. Consequently, Sadler (2019) emphasizes the need for a balanced leadership approach that provides clear guidelines while integrating elements of autonomy. A strategic combination of control and flexibility allows organizations to maintain consistency without undermining workforce motivation, ultimately improving both employee retention and service quality in the hospitality industry (Lindberg, 2022).
Synthesizing these perspectives, it would appear that autocratic leadership works best when used in moderation. While a strict, top-down approach enhances efficiency and crisis management, it also threatens to reduce employee morale and innovation. The best leadership model might therefore be one that is not purely autocratic but a hybrid model which combines directive leadership with selective empowerment. Leaders within the hospitality industry need to know when to wield full control and when to allow flexibility to improve employee engagement. While autocratic leadership provides stability and structure, it will only be successful if the leader can balance authority with responsiveness to employee needs.
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