Leadership in the hotel industry shapes culture, employee behaviour, and customer experiences. This essay examines Blake and Mouton's Managerial Grid, Adair's Action-Centered Leadership (ACL), Trait Theory, and the Great Man Theory. They will be evaluated for their suitability in the ever-changing hospitality management field. Different leadership theories emphasise the balance between managing people and completing tasks, the importance of inherent traits versus acquired skills, and the impact of leadership on innovation and operational effectiveness. These frameworks show that leadership styles directly affect managerial functions like decision-making, employee motivation, and hotel customer satisfaction. Using current research and examples from Barry Sternlicht and Craig Poole, this analysis examines how effective leadership promotes organisational success and advances the hospitality industry.
Blake and Mouton's Managerial Grid model analyses leadership style by considering two key factors: people and production. Hotel managers must balance these issues. Luo, Wang, and Marnburg (2013) suggest considering cultural and contextual subtleties when implementing these models, especially in non-Western environments where traditional frameworks may not match local management methods. Hotel managers in diverse cultures must adapt their leadership styles to meet employee and company needs. This is crucial.
Exploring non-Western leadership examples is essential to assessing leadership theories across cultures. These regions require Western-centric leadership models to adapt to their contexts. East Asian leadership styles emphasise respect, loyalty, and workplace harmony, reflecting Confucian values. Cultural differences significantly impact leadership effectiveness in non-Western hotel operations. Chang et al. (2017) found that leaders who incorporate these cultural values into their management practices have higher employee satisfaction and organisational commitment. In Middle Eastern countries, where leadership is hierarchical and paternalistic, Western models must be modified to match local cultural expectations and religious practices to create a workplace that respects these hierarchies while promoting innovation and growth (Al-Haddad & Kotnour, 2015). These examples demonstrate the need for a nuanced leadership style in the hospitality industry that adapts to regional cultural and contextual differences to ensure employee engagement and operational success.
Adair's Action-Centred Leadership (ACL) model emphasises task, team, and individual. Hotel success depends on effective coordination between these elements, making this model relevant (2019). Hotels with ACL have better teamwork and service. Leaders prioritising task completion and team well-being improve operational efficiency and customer service. Hotel leaders who implement ACL can foster an innovative and engaged workplace, according to Ruiz-Palomino et al. (2019).
The Trait Theory of Leadership predicts leadership effectiveness based on extroversion, self-confidence, and flexibility. In the dynamic hotel industry, these traits can determine a leader's ability to manage diverse teams and ensure customer satisfaction. The study by Nazarian et al. (2021) shows that transformational leaders with these traits can influence corporate culture and organisational effectiveness. This is especially true in fast-paced, flexible environments.
The Great Man Theory holds that exceptional leaders will emerge instinctively when the situation requires it (Carlyle, 1841). Leadership in the modern hotel industry often requires ongoing education and adjustment rather than talent. This leadership style ignores the importance of leadership development and adapting to industry changes, which may limit its effectiveness in the modern hotel industry. Aboramadan et al. (2020) warn against narcissistic leadership and other centralised styles. These styles can harm employees and hurt an organisation. The Managerial Grid developed by Blake and Mouton is highly effective in balancing individual needs and production goals, which is crucial in the service-oriented hotel industry. Nevertheless, Luo, Wang, and Marnburg (2013) express disapproval of its applicability in non-Western settings, particularly in Asian hotel management, citing cultural disparities as a potential hindrance to its universal validity. López (2022) also emphasises the necessity of modifying this model to align with contemporary, people-centred management approaches that are essential in the current globalised hotel industry.
Adair's Action-Centered Leadership (ACL) model, which emphasises task, team, and individual management, is well-suited for the organised settings of hotel operations. However, the system's inflexibility may hinder its ability to adapt to unpredictable situations commonly encountered in hotels, which could potentially limit the effectiveness of management in dynamic environments (López, 2022; Ruiz‐Palomino et al., 2019).
The Trait Theory of Leadership identifies intrinsic qualities such as extroversion and decisiveness that can accurately predict the effectiveness of leadership in the ever-changing hotel industry. Nevertheless, the approach's deterministic nature fails to consider the possibility of fostering leadership skills through training, which is crucial for effectively adjusting to the changing hotel industry (Aboramadan et al., 2020; Wu & Chen, 2019).
While potentially inspiring, the Great Man Theory lacks effectiveness in the collaborative and inclusive environments found in modern hotels due to its emphasis on innate leadership qualities. The text fails to acknowledge the significance of cultivating leadership abilities essential for effectively managing a diverse workforce in the hospitality industry (Bovsh et al., 2020; Wu & Chen, 2019).
Leadership theories in the dynamic hotel industry must offer flexibility and a keen awareness of different cultures. The model proposed by Blake and Mouton, although it provides a balanced approach, requires modification to be applicable in non-Western contexts (Luo, Wang, & Marnburg, 2013). Adair's ACL is pragmatic but may not always align with the erratic nature of hotel management. The Trait and Great Man Theories provide valuable insights, but they do not emphasise the developmental and collaborative aspects that are crucial in the hospitality field. Transformational leadership styles, which emphasise inspiration and flexibility, are suggested to be more effective in this industry (Aboramadan et al., 2020; Bovsh et al., 2020).
Leadership styles in the hospitality industry significantly impact organisational success, employee satisfaction, and customer service quality. Examining the prevailing leadership styles in this industry, specifically, those demonstrated by influential figures such as Barry Sternlicht and Conrad Hilton provides valuable insights.
Kara et al. (2013) found that transformational leadership is highly effective in the hospitality industry because it improves employee well-being, which is essential in service-oriented environments. This leadership style, which is defined by motivation and positive reinforcement, is well-suited to an industry where the morale of employees has a direct impact on the experience of customers. Sternlicht, renowned for his innovative and forward-thinking approach at Starwood Hotels, employed transformative strategies to enhance significantly brand and service benchmarks, consequently revolutionising industry conventions (Schlickel, 2013). His approach not only completely transformed the way hotels are branded but also established new standards for customer service, highlighting the effectiveness of transformational leadership in the hospitality industry.
Servant leadership prioritises the development and welfare of individuals and communities. According to the study conducted by Huertas-Valdivia et al. (2019), this particular style is linked to a significant level of employee engagement and satisfaction, which is crucial in the hospitality industry. Conrad Hilton demonstrated servant leadership by placing a high value on ensuring customer satisfaction and the well-being of employees, principles that have been instrumental in Hilton Hotels' achievement of global success. His philosophy increased employee loyalty and guaranteed long-term growth by prioritising service excellence and ethical business practices, demonstrating a firm commitment to servant leadership principles (Jodar i Solà et al., 2016).
In their empirical study, Elkhwesky et al. (2022) conducted a comprehensive analysis of leadership styles in the hospitality industry. They found that transformational and servant leadership styles were particularly successful in attaining organisational objectives and enhancing employee contentment. This study is in line with the practical examples observed in the leadership approaches of Sternlicht and Hilton. These leaders have achieved industry success by implementing employee-centric and transformative leadership practices.
Examining the influence of these leadership styles in the context of current hospitality management demonstrates that leaders such as Sternlicht and Hilton not only adjust to the industry's inherent difficulties but also introduce new management approaches to align with modern business environments and market requirements. The effective and relevant application of these leadership styles, specifically designed for the dynamic and culturally diverse global hospitality industry, highlights their strategic value.
Applying transformational and servant leadership styles is not merely theoretical but essential for the operational success of prominent hospitality brands. This highlights a direct connection between leadership style and business outcomes within the hospitality industry.
Leadership styles play a crucial role in determining the success of organisations in the hospitality industry. This is evident from the experiences of Craig Poole, who serves as the General Manager at the DoubleTree by Hilton Hotel in Reading, Pennsylvania, and Barry Sternlicht, who holds the positions of CEO and Chairman at Starwood Capital Group.
Craig Poole is widely recognised for his exceptional ability to turn the DoubleTree by Hilton in Reading into a prominent symbol of community engagement. As per the research conducted by Kets De Vries et al. (2013), Poole implements a transformational leadership approach, which not only rejuvenates the hotel but also positively impacts the surrounding vicinity. His strategy entails granting authority to employees, prioritising involvement in the community, and cultivating an environment that promotes a sense of worth for both customers and staff. This approach is consistent with the conclusions of Franco and Matos (2015), who observe that these inclusive leadership styles substantially positively impact employee satisfaction and organisational commitment. Furthermore, a study conducted by Schlickel (2013) provides evidence that the growth of leaders such as Poole can significantly enhance a company's performance by effectively involving and inspiring employees at every level. Huang et al. (2016) found evidence that transformational leadership positively impacts firm performance by enhancing the service climate, especially in highly competitive environments.
Barry Sternlicht's Starwood Hotels & Resorts leadership showcases transformational leadership that prioritises innovation and branding. Sternlicht's strategic vision encompassed introducing distinctive hotel brands that specifically targeted specialised market segments, a decision that revolutionised contemporary hospitality. This is consistent with the transformational leadership framework outlined by Kara et al. (2013), emphasising how this type of leadership improves organisational performance by fostering innovation. Sternlicht's strategy not only enhanced Starwood's market position but also profoundly influenced the global hotel industry, showcasing the powerful effect of visionary leadership on the development of businesses and industry norms. In addition, Jodar i Solà et al. (2016) demonstrate how transformational leadership promotes job satisfaction and efficiency, which are crucial factors that Sternlicht utilised to improve corporate growth and innovation. The research conducted by Hossny (2019) supports the notion that transformational leadership styles positively influence employee job satisfaction, further confirming the effectiveness of Sternlicht's approaches.
Although both transformational, Poole's and Sternlicht's leadership styles demonstrate distinct applications and effects. Poole's leadership, which focuses on the community, has strengthened the local economic and social systems. This approach considers the impact on the community as important as conventional business measures when evaluating leadership success. However, Sternlicht's emphasis on branding and market innovation demonstrates how transformational leadership can lead to significant changes across the industry and establish new standards.
Both examples demonstrate the efficacy of transformational leadership in the hospitality sector while emphasising its adaptability to meet specific organisational objectives, such as community integration or global market innovation. Poole and Sternlicht's cases offer practical insights into the significant organisational and societal advantages that can be achieved through dynamic leadership.
The various leadership styles employed in the hospitality industry substantially influence crucial managerial functions, including decision-making, employee motivation, and customer satisfaction. Oke (2023) asserts that effective motivation and compensation of employees in hotels directly contribute to increased customer satisfaction, highlighting the direct impact of leadership on operational success. In addition, Ohunakin et al. (2019) highlight that transformational leadership has a positive impact on employee job satisfaction and decreases turnover intentions by promoting a supportive and empowering work environment.
Sürücü and Sağbaş (2020) provide evidence that both transformational and transactional leadership styles have a significant positive impact on job satisfaction. This is particularly important in the hotel industry, as job satisfaction is vital in ensuring high service quality. In addition, Hossny (2019) discovered that leadership styles that prioritise employee growth and acknowledgement play a crucial role in enhancing job satisfaction and customer satisfaction in the hospitality sector. These studies emphasise the vital importance of leadership in determining effective managerial practices that directly contribute to the overall success of hospitality operations.
Leadership theories in the hotel industry show a complex relationship between leadership styles and managerial functions. The Managerial Grid, ACL, Trait Theory, and Great Man Theory offer different perspectives on how leaders can influence and lead their organisations to success. This essay showed that while no leadership style is universal, the most successful hospitality leaders adapt to their organisations, employees, and customers. Leaders like Barry Sternlicht and Craig Poole show how adaptable and community-focused leadership can lead to business success and social good. Successful hospitality leadership goes beyond one theoretical framework. Instead, it involves combining theories to create happy workplaces, creative solutions, and excellent customer service. This comprehensive approach improves the organisation's performance and sets a standard for exceptional leadership in the ever-changing hospitality industry.
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