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ABSTRACT 
The heart of the work lies with people, and the way they meet one another in moments of pressure. That became evident during a six-week placement at Ibis Styles Barnsley, a mid-scale hotel where procedures were present and clear, yet often not enough to sustain the quality of service on their own. Service steadiness depended more on the atmosphere created by supervisors than on rules or manuals. When a supervisor approached the desk with calmness, empathy and a steady tone, the team’s pace shifted; stress eased, and confidence rose. The emotional intelligence of leadership did not feel abstract here. It shaped the rhythm of everyday work.

To understand this more closely, the study worked from an interpretivist perspective, since emotional exchanges and meanings cannot be fully measured through numbers alone. The approach took the form of a qualitative case study, attentive to real moments rather than hypothetical models. Three sources of data were woven together: reflective notes written after shifts, short semi-structured conversations with staff, and internal training materials already in use within the hotel. A thematic analysis helped trace recurring emotional patterns across these materials.

Several patterns returned again and again, even when the situations differed.

· Leadership presence and emotional support appeared to stabilise service during demanding periods.

· Emotional intelligence showed itself in small actions: a slower tone, an extra breath before responding, the offer of options rather than rigid policy.

· Learning tended to occur informally through observation and imitation, rather than through structured emotional skills training.

· Staff well-being and guest satisfaction moved together, each reinforcing the other.

In practice, these insights became visible during ordinary incidents. A complaint at the desk eased once the manager listened fully and offered clear options. A technical failure at the key machine felt less overwhelming when a supervisor stayed physically close and gave short, grounded instructions. During a busy breakfast service, a quiet check-in with each team member changed the mood of the room and steadied the pace. At times, smaller actions carried the greatest weight.

The findings suggest that emotionally intelligent leadership creates a workplace climate in which employees feel supported and able to maintain composure. When leaders are accessible, attentive and steady, psychological safety rises, and the quality of service holds even when the workload intensifies. Yet emotional intelligence in this hotel appeared to develop mostly through experience, imitation and brief feedback, which resulted in uneven skills across supervisors.

The study therefore encourages the integration of emotional intelligence into ongoing leadership development and reflection routines. In settings where resources are limited and roles demand emotional labour, emotionally aware leadership is not an embellishment. It is the structure that holds the work together. It supports staff well-being, sustains consistency and contributes to an atmosphere where guests feel genuinely cared for.

CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION 

Recent years have reshaped the emotional texture of hospitality work. The pandemic reduced travel demand and disrupted hotel operations, and many employees who left the sector chose not to return. Those who stayed often carried greater workloads and emotional strain (ILO, 2024). In this environment, leadership became more visible because how a supervisor communicates can steady a shift or unbalance it. Earlier leadership models in hotels tended to emphasise efficiency and procedural control, yet the post-pandemic setting requires adaptability and emotional steadiness (Mereuță and Duka, 2024). Emotional intelligence began to move into view as a practical resource that supports clarity and calm communication under pressure (Hughes, Thompson and Terrell, 2009; Ali and Mohsin, 2023).

The structural pressures have not eased. Industry analyses continue to report labour shortages and operational intensity (PwC, 2024; Deloitte, 2024). When staffing is lean, the emotional labour of service work intensifies because guests still expect warmth and attentiveness. Employees must manage these expectations while balancing their own fatigue, which makes leadership presence and emotional support significant in everyday coordination. Large hotel groups have already acknowledged this shift by integrating staff well-being and emotional capability into leadership development programmes. Accor’s Planet 21 strategy links leadership to emotional sustainability (AccorInvest Group, 2022), and Marriott’s Serve 360 framework connects empathy to guest experience. Emotional intelligence is no longer positioned as an optional personal strength. It has become part of the operational structure that sustains service.

This research is grounded in a six-week placement at Ibis Styles Barnsley, a mid-scale hotel in South Yorkshire. The property operates with a lean front office team, outsourced housekeeping and a small food and beverage area. The pace of work was shaped by inconsistent guest flows, minor technical issues and the emotional proximity of front desk interactions. These conditions provided a clear view of how supervisors influenced atmosphere, confidence and decision-making in real time.

Leadership effectiveness in hospitality is now assessed through indicators such as employee motivation, cooperation and retention, not solely financial performance. Studies link emotional intelligence to calmer conflict management, strengthened team relationships and higher guest satisfaction (Bass, 1990; Burns, 1978; Kim and Brymer, 2011; Zopiatis and Constanti, 2012; Bafa, Zhang and Chen, 2025). Emotional intelligence involves recognising emotional cues and moderating tone and timing so communication supports rather than overwhelms others. This influence is often subtle but evident in behaviour.

During the placement, this appeared in small but decisive moments. When supervisors stayed close during busy periods, offering gentle reassurance or brief guidance, the team worked with greater steadiness. When leadership became distant and strictly procedural, hesitation and strain increased. Emotional presence shaped performance as much as task coordination.

What follows examines how emotional intelligence influences leadership behaviour and employee well-being in this setting. The study aims to:

· Examine emotional intelligence in hospitality leadership.

· Explore its influence on motivation, confidence and retention.

· Consider how post-pandemic pressures shape leadership behaviour.

· Propose ways to integrate emotional intelligence into leadership development.

Emotional intelligence matters because hospitality requires ongoing emotional labour. When leadership provides steadiness and shared emotional awareness, workplaces become more sustainable, even under pressure.

CHAPTER 2 - LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Introduction

Emotional intelligence and leadership have both been discussed for decades, yet in hospitality they feel particularly close to the surface. The sector is rooted in human contact, and service quality is shaped not only by technical skill, but by how people respond to one another under pressure. Emotional intelligence is associated with greater balance in leadership decisions, because leaders who can recognise and regulate emotion are less likely to react impulsively when situations escalate (Cavazotte, Moreno and Hickmann, 2012). Hotels operate through constant guest interaction and rapid judgement calls, so emotional awareness becomes a practical requirement rather than an ornamental trait (Salovey and Mayer, 1990; Goleman, 1995). Leadership in this context must account for emotional flow, relational tone and the subtle movements of morale.

Across the literature, emotionally intelligent leadership is linked to stronger communication, higher motivation and lower stress among employees, which in turn supports performance outcomes (Kim and Brymer, 2011; Zopiatis and Constanti, 2012; Bafa, Zhang and Chen, 2025). What follows looks at emotional intelligence models, leadership theories that rely on emotional capability, and the organisational practices through which emotional intelligence becomes embedded. These discussions are connected to placement observations at Ibis Styles Barnsley, where emotional presence played a meaningful role in daily coordination.

2.2 Emotional Intelligence: Theoretical Perspectives

The earliest formal understanding of emotional intelligence described it as the ability to recognise and work with emotions in oneself and others (Salovey and Mayer, 1990). In hospitality, this definition gains weight because interactions are brief yet intense, and emotional exchanges accumulate throughout a shift. Goleman (1995) later expanded the concept into five interwoven components: self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy and social skills. These elements reveal why some leaders are able to remain centred when situations escalate, offering clarity rather than urgency.

Emotional intelligence has been framed as a stabilising mechanism in dynamic environments. Hughes, Thompson and Terrell (2009) describe it as a way of sustaining leadership presence without being driven by emotional turbulence. 
More recent studies show that emotional intelligence not only helps regulate emotional strain, but also strengthens resilience, which is vital in hospitality where unpredictable challenges and guest expectations intersect with limited time to respond (Choi, Mohammad and Kim, 2019; Khan et al., 2021). In practice, it appears whenever a leader slows their tone, acknowledges tension or provides choice instead of directive force.

Research consistently confirms the predictive value of emotional intelligence for leadership capability. Wong and Law (2002) found that emotionally intelligent leaders influence employee attitudes and behaviour. Kernbach and Schutte (2005) link stronger emotional awareness to higher guest satisfaction, because employees adjust their responses without escalating tension. Zhang et al. (2015) show that employees with higher emotional intelligence navigate conflict with less friction, preventing breakdowns in service encounters.

There is also a connection between emotional intelligence and organisational commitment. Feyerherm and Rice (2002) indicate that emotionally intelligent teams sustain performance under stress. Mohamadkhani and Lalardi (2012) connect emotional intelligence with reduced withdrawal and stronger attachment to the organisation. These mechanisms were visible during placement: when supervisors acknowledged emotional strain, the team steadied; when emotional cues were ignored, disengagement appeared quietly, yet unmistakably.

Across these perspectives, emotional intelligence functions both as a personal capacity and as a structural contributor to service outcomes.

2.3 Leadership Theories and Emotional Intelligence

Leadership theory offers language for understanding how emotional intelligence influences behaviour. Transformational leadership highlights emotional connection, inspiration and shared purpose (Bass, 1990). Servant leadership places emphasis on care, mutual trust and growth (Greenleaf, 1977). Both rely on empathy, attunement and the capacity to read emotional tone within relationships (Bratton, Dodd and Brown, 2011). A recent meta-analysis confirms that emotional intelligence significantly contributes to leadership effectiveness across sectors, linking EI to fairness, ethical behaviour and relational depth (Sharma and Tiwari, 2024; Aniah et al., 2025).

Studies in hospitality deepen this link. Kim and Brymer (2011) associate emotionally intelligent leadership with stronger employee commitment. 
Zopiatis and Constanti (2012) show that emotional intelligence improves leadership outcomes in environments characterised by uncertainty. Buil, Martínez and Matute (2019) demonstrate that transformational leadership grounded in emotional intelligence increases engagement and initiative. Bafa, Zhang and Chen (2025) highlight EI as a factor in better service recovery, especially during emotionally charged guest interactions.

Emotional intelligence can be developed rather than simply possessed. Stoyanova-Bozhkova, Paskova and Buhalis (2022) argue that emotional competence provides strategic advantage when nurtured through reflective practice and ongoing feedback. This positions emotional intelligence not as a personality trait but as a learnable dimension of leadership capacity.

2.4 Emotional Intelligence in Organisational Practice

Practical application of emotional intelligence varies across organisations. Recent studies indicate that emotionally intelligent leadership enhances adaptability by tailoring communication to the emotional demands of situations, especially when handling guest dissatisfaction or system failures (Shandilya and Bansal, 2025). Lopes (2016) argues that emotional intelligence only becomes operationally meaningful when integrated into structured organisational routines.

Large hotel groups have already begun institutionalising emotional capability. Accor includes emotional inclusion and well-being within the Planet 21 framework (AccorInvest Group, 2022). Marriott’s Serve 360 programme incorporates empathy and emotional clarity into leadership training (Marriott International, 2022). Hughes and Christensen (2021) suggest that organisations now view emotional capability as central to talent development, recognising its stabilising role in unpredictable work environments.

EI also shapes organisational culture. Maamari and Majdalani (2017) link emotional intelligence to trust-building and reduced internal conflict. Eşitti and Kasap (2020) show that emotionally attuned leadership strengthens service quality and retention. Buil, Martínez and Matute (2019) connect emotionally intelligent leadership to higher creativity and engagement.

During the placement, emotional support influenced cooperation and morale. When supervisors communicated with clarity and presence, coordination improved. When emotional needs were overlooked, motivation softened. Much of the emotional learning occurred informally through observation rather than structured training, echoing Zopiatis and Constanti’s (2012) argument that EI development in hotels is often uneven.

2.5 Emotional Labour and Employee Well-being

Hospitality work requires employees to shape their emotional expressions, sometimes against their own feelings (Hochschild, 1983). This emotional labour can strain well-being when demands are high. Studies link emotional intelligence to reduced burnout, because emotional support lowers tension and strengthens attachment to the workplace (Karatepe, 2013). Emotional intelligence also stabilises retention by moderating the stress caused by continuous emotional display (Zhang et al., 2025; Singh and Galvin, 2017). Leadership grounded in emotional presence promotes engagement through reassurance (Tang and Tsaur, 2016). The Job Demands-Resources model suggests that leadership support acts as a resource that buffers emotional intensity (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017).

Emotional tone affects guests as well. According to emotional contagion theory, mood travels between people, shaping service dynamics (Liu, Chi and Gremler, 2019). Industry well-being reports show improvements in retention when empathy-based leadership is prioritised (Hotel Online, 2025). Mohamadkhani and Lalardi (2012) confirm that emotional support increases commitment.

Placement observations showed similar patterns. When leaders acknowledged emotional strain or checked how staff were coping, service pace steadied. When these cues were neglected, fatigue surfaced quickly.

2.6 Summary

Across the literature, emotional intelligence connects leadership behaviour with employee well-being and service performance. Transformational and servant leadership frameworks show how emotional awareness builds trust, stability and engagement. Organisational practice indicates that emotional intelligence is gradually becoming institutionalised. Emotional intelligence supports the emotional labour central to hospitality, helping staff navigate high-pressure interactions with composure.

When emotional intelligence is present, teams have a steadier ground to work from. When it is absent, emotional labour becomes heavier, and the work feels less sustainable.

CHAPTER 3 - METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Introduction

What follows looks at the choices that shaped the inquiry and why they suit hotel life as it is actually lived. The lens, the design, the ways of collecting and reading data, and the ethical ground that holds it all together are set out here. The context matters because the work unfolded during a professional placement at Ibis Styles Barnsley, where leadership and emotional intelligence were observed in ordinary shifts, with real guests and real pressure.

3.2 Research Philosophy and Design

Meaning comes first in this project because leadership and emotional intelligence are felt before they are counted. Interpretivism fits that stance, since it treats reality as socially made and asks us to understand behaviour through people’s perceptions and lived experience rather than only through numbers (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2009). Emotional cues, micro-acknowledgements, and tone are central to how a team holds together, and these are difficult to compress into a metric. In practice, the approach made space to notice how leaders used empathy, emotional regulation and feedback when situations were tense or delicate.

Interpretivism is widely used when the intention is to understand meanings and actions rather than to build predictive models, which aligns with the aims here (Bell, Harley and Bryman, 2022). During the placement, much of what stabilised a shift was non-verbal: a softened voice, a closer physical presence by the desk, a brief reassurance. These gestures shaped emotional safety yet remained largely invisible to a spreadsheet. An interpretivist stance allowed such signals to count as data.

Given that context shapes almost everything in hotels, a qualitative case study was selected to capture process rather than snapshots. Case studies allow close reading of organisational behaviour as it unfolds in time (Yin, 2018), and hospitality work is highly sensitive to guest volume, staffing levels and local culture. Recent work in the field supports the suitability of case designs for examining complex employee behaviour in operational settings (Annamalah et al., 2025). In other words, the case study allowed emotional intelligence to be examined where it actually operates: in the middle of the day-to-day.

3.3 Data Collection and Sampling

Two sources grounded the analysis: semi-structured interviews and reflective field notes written during the placement.

Interviews offered a way to explore perceptions of leadership behaviour and emotional response with enough flexibility to follow what mattered to each participant. The format allowed probing around emotions, tensions and critical incidents, which is hard to do with closed questions (Smollan and Parry, 2011). Items explored how leaders managed stress, provided support and responded to emotional cues, because these are the hinges of daily coordination in service work (Hughes, Thompson and Terrell, 2009).

Reflective field notes captured what people actually did rather than only what they said they did. Observation is recommended when studying behaviour in natural settings, since it records actions that employees may not verbalise or even notice in themselves (Patton, 2014). The notes documented leadership behaviour during guest complaints, technical disruptions and peak periods, then served as a counterpoint to interview accounts.

Participants were selected purposively to ensure relevance to the questions asked, with a focus on those who held leadership responsibility or interacted closely with leaders on the floor (Saunders et al., 2009). Supervisors and managers from front office and food and beverage took part. A small, focused set. Enough to reach depth.

3.4 Data Analysis

The analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s six steps for thematic work: familiarisation, coding, searching for themes, reviewing, defining and producing the account (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Initial codes tracked behaviours connected to emotional intelligence, such as empathy, regulation, reassurance and clarity of communication. Codes were then brought together into themes describing leadership presence, emotional intelligence in action, development and well-being outcomes.

Themes were read alongside established theory to keep the link between what was seen and what is known, including emotional self-awareness, regulation and empathy (Goleman, 1995). This step mattered because it prevented the account from staying at the level of description; it pressed the material into analysis while remaining faithful to the texture of practice.

3.5 Ethical Considerations and Validity

Ethics held steady throughout. Participants received information sheets and gave informed consent before interviews. Personal identifiers were not collected. All data were anonymised, stored securely and treated in line with GDPR (2018) and British Educational Research Association guidelines (BERA, 2018).

Credibility was strengthened by triangulation. Interview claims were checked against field notes to look for convergence or friction. If someone described emotional support during pressure, the observational record was reviewed for concrete instances. This habit increases trustworthiness and helps reduce researcher bias (Yin, 2018). Reflexive notes were also kept to acknowledge the researcher’s presence in the setting and to monitor interpretation. Still, subjectivity does not vanish; it is managed.

3.6 Summary

In sum, an interpretivist philosophy paired with a qualitative case study made it possible to examine emotional intelligence and leadership where they live: in real hotel work. Semi-structured interviews and reflective observation produced material on how leaders regulate emotion and sustain well-being, and thematic analysis connected those materials to established theory. The approach keeps theory and practice in dialogue, which is where service research is most useful.
Chapter 4 Findings
4.1 Introduction to Findings

What follows turns directly to what was seen and heard during six weeks at Ibis Styles Barnsley. Reflective notes written after shifts, brief semi-structured conversations with supervisors and employees, and induction materials formed the dataset. The analysis traced patterns through coding and categorisation, then gathered them into themes, following Braun and Clarke’s stages for thematic work (2006). Four themes emerged:

1. Leadership and staff support

2. Emotional intelligence in practice

3. Training and development

4. Staff well-being and guest experience

In practice, leadership behaviour set the emotional weather of the shift. Emotional intelligence was visible not only in decisions but in microbehaviours such as tone, proximity, and two-second reassurances. Staff emotions influenced identification with the organisation and the willingness to offer discretionary effort; when people felt supported, they stepped forward more often (Peng, Lee and Lu, 2020). Style moved with circumstance: directive when systems failed, supportive when fatigue and strain surfaced. Confidence and consistency followed those shifts.

The next sections stay close to the floor, showing how these patterns appeared in observable action.

4.2 Theme 1: Leadership and Staff Support

Confidence rose when leadership stayed physically and emotionally near the work. During high-pressure periods, a supervisor present at the desk helped the team move with fewer hesitations. Transformational leadership explains part of this effect, since visible involvement signals guidance and builds trust in the moment of need (Bass, 1990). Front office work is an information junction, and the desk is its hub, so a steady presence can prevent fragmentation and delay because small clarifications travel quickly through the team (Bardi, 2011). In busy check-ins, the Front Office Manager remained alongside staff and offered short, clear instructions; the queue moved faster and tension eased. This aligns with evidence that emotionally aware leadership strengthens confidence and commitment in service teams (Kim and Brymer, 2011).

A critical incident made the mechanism very clear. When the key-card encoder failed, the manager stood with the team, kept a calm tone, and guided troubleshooting step by step. Uncertainty did not spread, and escalation was avoided. Participatory leadership reduces operational errors in such conditions because shared decision-making lowers cognitive overload and distributes attention more effectively (Kithinji and Gatobu, 2025).

There were contrasting moments. On one shift, a supervisor focused solely on paperwork while a queue formed rapidly. Without feedback or emotional support, hesitations multiplied and voices tightened. When a second supervisor joined and quietly said, “I will take the next one,” followed by, “You are doing fine,” tension loosened. Servant leadership literature describes this stance as care in action, with leaders protecting well-being and offering practical help as part of the role (Greenleaf, 1977). Psychological safety grows where leaders notice signals and respond with presence, not speeches, which echoes Eva et al. (2019). Tiny interventions mattered most.

4.3 Theme 2: Emotional Intelligence in Practice

Emotional intelligence was not abstract. It appeared in interactions that might otherwise have turned sharp. A booking misunderstanding offers one example. Instead of citing policy, the receptionist listened without interruption, summarised the concern, and presented two options. Emotion de-escalated. Salovey and Mayer’s model explains why: perceiving and managing emotion reduces conflict likelihood by changing the exchange itself (1990). Goleman’s framing is visible here too, since the response combined self-regulation, empathy and social skill (1995).

Differences across experience levels were also visible. Less experienced colleagues sometimes reacted quickly in frustration, and guest irritation rose in response. Modelling matters, because teams often copy the tone set by supervisors, consciously or not (Wong and Law, 2002). In quieter moments, emotionally intelligent peer behaviour sustained the working rhythm. A colleague chose a discreet reminder for a missed task rather than a public correction; dignity was preserved, and the workflow continued, which mirrors Kernbach and Schutte (2005).

Service recovery benefited from the same capacities. A guest upset about street noise received full attention, acknowledgment of the inconvenience, and a room change with compensation. Satisfaction followed. Emotional intelligence enhances service recovery because it reduces defensiveness and keeps dialogue open long enough to land a fair solution (Bafa, Zhang and Chen, 2025). Across cases, the pattern was consistent: slower speech, a brief pause, a clear explanation, and options instead of rigid rules.

4.4 Theme 3: Training and Development

Two tracks shaped development. One was formal. Corporate e-learning modules covered communication and service recovery; after short sessions, employees attempted to use more positive language and clearer phrasing. Training supports self-awareness and empathy, which matches the view that emotional skill can be cultivated through structured learning and reflection (Hughes, Thompson and Terrell, 2009).

The other track was informal. Access to modules was inconsistent across roles, and some colleagues learned mostly by imitation. Leadership growth needs continuity and feedback rather than occasional workshops, which London framed long ago (2001). Observations confirmed this unevenness: much of the emotional capability was copied from supervisors on the floor. 
During a breakfast peak, a supervisor rotated tasks to prevent overload, offered concise reassurance, and later provided a short debrief. Supportive supervision encourages learning and strengthens confidence over time (Spector, 2021). Yet the organisation’s structure cultivated functional skill more reliably than emotional competence. Zopiatis and Constanti (2012) note the same pattern in hotels, where EI development depends heavily on informal modelling. A more consistent plan would likely accelerate growth and standardise practice.

4.5 Theme 4: Staff Well-being and Guest Experience

Hospitality relies on emotional labour, which asks employees to manage feelings to meet service expectations (Hochschild, 1983). When leadership empathy and organisational support are present, satisfaction rises and stress falls because the emotional cost of display reduces in daily practice (Sharma and Leung, 2024; Miao, Humphrey and Qian, 2017). Where alignment is strong, emotional exhaustion drops markedly. When exhaustion rises, willingness to offer quality service falters, consistent with evidence on burnout and declining commitment (Humborstad, Humborstad and Whitfield, 2007).

Unsupported emotional labour left marks that were easy to see. Karatepe (2013) links this directly to burnout in service roles without adequate support. Recognition worked as a small but powerful counterweight. Tang and Tsaur (2016) show that acknowledgment increases engagement and reduces strain; short check-ins from supervisors had the same effect here. Even a simple “good shift today” lifted energy. Well-being and productivity tend to move together, which Kosec et al. (2022) connect to service performance.

Guests felt the climate that staff created together. Emotional contagion theory explains how mood travels through teams and reaches customers at the point of service (Liu, Chi and Gremler, 2019). When communication was clear and leadership supportive, the atmosphere was calm and guests responded in kind. When support thinned and staff were overwhelmed, service slowed and impatience surfaced. Emotional backing increased commitment and reduced withdrawal behaviour, as confirmed elsewhere (Mohamadkhani and Lalardi, 2012). The placement reflected that pattern closely.
4.6 Summary of Findings

Across the themes, the connection between leadership behaviour, emotional intelligence and well-being was direct. Presence and support stabilised shifts. Emotional intelligence reduced conflict and held teams together. Training and coaching helped, though unevenly. Well-being shaped guest experience because the emotional climate travelled across the desk and into the room.

Emotional intelligence did not stand apart from operations. It was the way service held its form under pressure. When it was present, performance grew steadier; when it was thin, emotional labour became heavy and confidence fell.

Chapter 5 - Discussion 

5.2 Discussion of Findings

A closer look shows a simple thread running through complex days: emotional intelligence, leadership style and well-being moved together, and when one shifted the others followed. Leadership behaviour coloured how pressure was felt, how people worked with one another, and how guests experienced the hotel. Emotional intelligence acted as both a capability and a shared resource, setting the emotional climate in which work either steadied or frayed.

5.2.1 Leadership Style and Organisational Behaviour

On the floor, leadership at Ibis Styles Barnsley resembled a blend of transformational and servant approaches. Supervisors were present during peaks, stayed near the desk and used guidance, reassurance and brief clarifications rather than command-only instructions. That emphasis on individual support is consistent with transformational leadership’s core promise to motivate and empower through attentive, person-centred practice (Bass, 1990). Recent work extends the servant side of the picture, since combining emotional empathy with structural support tends to strengthen psychological safety and long-term commitment, especially in sustained operational pressure (Dogan, Higgins and Schroevers, 2024; Sharma and Leung, 2024). It felt true here. Collaboration sharpened when leaders were both kind and practically helpful.

Proximity mattered. When managers remained close during busy check-ins and offered short, clear prompts, uncertainty fell and confidence rose. The pattern echoes evidence that emotionally aware leadership fosters trust and performance by protecting a sense of psychological safety (Kim and Brymer, 2011). In practice, proximity, tone and timely feedback carried more weight than formal speeches.

Servant leadership traits appeared in small acts of care: quick check-ins on how staff were coping, a pause to listen, a few words of reassurance. Greenleaf’s framing is visible in this habit of serving employees’ needs first (Greenleaf, 1977), and the link with reduced burnout aligns with wider claims about servant leadership’s emotional scaffolding (Eva et al., 2019). Micro-actions changed the atmosphere.

Style did shift under strain. During a key-card encoder failure, one supervisor focused solely on clearing the queue with terse, transactional commands.
 The issue was resolved quickly, which matches the task focus associated with transactional leadership (Burns, 1978), but emotional pressure rose because questions slowed and hesitation grew. Budget hotel research notes such oscillations in style when workload and staffing constraints bite (Baum et al., 2020). In effect, leadership operated as a hybrid: predominantly transformational and servant in steady state, switching to transactional during crises. Adaptability preserved service speed without fully abandoning support, and it strengthens the case that emotional sensitivity is a condition for effectiveness in hospitality where emotional labour is constant (Bass, 1990; Eva et al., 2019).
5.2.2 Emotional Intelligence as a Leadership Competency

Calmer teams tended to sit behind leaders who regulated emotion well. Emotional intelligence, defined as recognising and managing one’s own and others’ emotions (Goleman, 1995), appeared in small behaviours: slower speech, neutral tone, the offer of two workable options to a guest. In settings where problems are ambiguous and time is thin, this capacity fuels empowerment because leaders can delegate with confidence and invite creative problem-solving without triggering defensiveness (Nuzul, Witjaksono and Kistyanto, 2020). Empowerment, in turn, supports innovation and self-efficacy, which sustains performance over time.

Modelling shaped the group. Leaders who controlled their tone during surges set a rhythm others copied, and error rates dropped. That mirrors the idea that emotionally intelligent leaders influence follower behaviour through emotional modelling (Wong and Law, 2002). 
Conflict management and guest care benefited too. In a booking misunderstanding, repeating the guest’s concern before presenting options aligned with Salovey and Mayer’s focus on perceiving emotion and using it constructively (1990). Service recovery followed the same arc during a noise complaint when the manager acknowledged the issue, proposed a solution and remained composed, consistent with the view that validation reduces defensiveness and improves recovery outcomes (Vapiwala and Pandita, 2024).

Peer relations were affected as well. Quiet, face-saving corrections protected dignity and kept flow, which supports earlier links between emotional awareness, stronger interpersonal ties and smoother cooperation (Kernbach and Schutte, 2005). Yet competence levels varied. Newer staff reacted defensively more often, while experienced colleagues regulated better. Emotional intelligence can grow through reflective learning (Hughes, Thompson and Terrell, 2009), but when organisations do not teach it explicitly, development becomes uneven, which explains the variability seen during the placement (Greenockle, 2010). Taken together, emotional intelligence operates as both an individual capability and an organisational resource that shapes communication, problem-solving and climate (Elche et al., 2020).
5.2.3 Training, Emotional Labour and Staff Development

Hospitality asks employees to regulate emotion as part of the job, which is the essence of emotional labour (Hochschild, 1983). That reality does not disappear. It needs support. Formal modules at Ibis addressed communication and recovery, and staff attempted more positive language afterwards, which aligns with claims that training can develop self-awareness and empathy (Hughes et al., 2009). Even so, most growth occurred informally.

What helped most happened in the flow of work: supervisors rehearsed likely problems before a group arrival, redistributed tasks during peaks, then offered brief feedback. London argued for ongoing reflection and practice in leadership development (2001), and the day-to-day coaching seen here fits that logic. Real-time coaching builds emotional maturity and improves retention in hotels because it links skill to lived context (Zopiatis and Constanti, 2012). Spector’s point holds too: development lifts performance when it is systematic rather than sporadic (Spector, 2021). Access was inconsistent, which left emotional skill uneven across the team. It still happens.
5.2.4 The Link Between Leadership, Emotional Intelligence and Well-being

The link is structural. The Job Demands-Resources model explains how resources such as leadership, recognition and support buffer the strain of high workload, emotional labour and time pressure (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017). Understaffed shifts and heavy guest volumes raised emotional load. Guidance and reassurance allowed employees to keep pace without fraying. Post-pandemic analyses underline empathy-driven leadership as central to psychological safety in uncertain service environments, and that alignment could be felt in the daily room of work (Dogan, Higgins and Schroevers, 2024). Trust rose when leaders connected emotionally.

During an understaffed breakfast, one supervisor maintained contact, redistributed tasks and tracked how people were coping. Engagement increased, which echoes evidence that support prompts willingness to contribute because people feel secure (Rahmadani et al., 2019). Meaning and satisfaction draw strength from recognition, and both feed discretionary effort (Bailey and Madden, 2016). Service outcomes move with well-being, as confirmed elsewhere, and small acknowledgements made immediate differences on the desk (Abdullah et al., 2021; Tang and Tsaur, 2016).
Guests noticed. Emotions travel through teams and into guest perception, which emotional contagion theory describes clearly (Liu, Chi and Gremler, 2019). When support thinned, service slowed and impatience surfaced; when support was present, collaboration and attentiveness increased. Emotional backing strengthens commitment and reduces withdrawal behaviour (Mohamadkhani and Lalardi, 2012). Without it, emotional fatigue grows and initiative weakens, which raises the risk of disengagement behaviours in high-demand contexts (Wu, Wei and Zhang, 2025). In real hotel life, it rarely feels simpler than that.
5.2.5 Theoretical and Practical Implications

Theoretically, the findings reinforce how emotional intelligence underpins transformational leadership, since attending to emotional cues is the means by which leaders recognise needs and respond in ways that sustain motivation and trust (Bass, 1990; Goleman, 1995; Salovey and Mayer, 1990). They also extend the Job Demands-Resources frame by showing emotional intelligence operating on two fronts: as a leadership resource that buffers team strain and as an employee resource that stabilises service delivery when demands spike (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017).

Practically, mid-scale hotels such as Ibis can act on four fronts without replacing existing structures:

· Leadership development. Embed short, scenario-based emotional intelligence workshops and guided reflection cycles into regular manager meetings to translate concepts into micro-behaviours on the floor (Hughes et al., 2009). The expected effect is consistency of leadership behaviour across shifts.

· Recognition routines. Institutionalise brief, specific acknowledgements at the end of busy periods to sustain engagement and reduce burnout risk, since recognition amplifies effort and maintains morale (Tang and Tsaur, 2016).

· Well-being touchpoints. Schedule structured emotional check-ins during known pressure windows, linking them to rota patterns and JD-R logic so that support appears where demands peak (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017).

· Learning content. Enrich the learning platform with emotional regulation scenarios, short debrief templates and prompts for reflective notes to accelerate skill acquisition through repetition in context.

Across these strands, one conclusion keeps returning even when it feels settled. Emotional intelligence is no longer optional. It functions as a strategic leadership requirement in hospitality environments defined by high emotional labour and sustained operational pressure.
CHAPTER 6 - CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This chapter brings the study together and reflects on how leadership behaviour and emotional intelligence shaped everyday emotional experience and service performance within the hotel environment. The placement made clear that emotional awareness was not incidental to effective leadership; it grounded how teams coped with pressure, contributed to collaboration, and influenced the atmosphere guests encountered. The following sections draw the main findings together before outlining practical ways they may be supported further.

Leadership Presence During Daily Operations

Leadership tended to be close to the work floor rather than distant from it. During busy periods and quieter stretches alike, supervisors used calm tone, short guidance and physical proximity to stabilise the workflow. 
This practice reflected the principles of transformational leadership, which places attention on individual support (Bass, 1990), and also echoed the values of servant leadership, where a leader considers employee well-being as part of their daily responsibility (Greenleaf, 1977; Eva et al., 2019). Even very small actions, such as quietly moving beside the reception desk or taking the next guest, helped to reduce hesitation and maintain pace.

Emotional Intelligence as a Leadership Capability

Emotional awareness and regulation shaped how confidently the team handled guest expectations and internal coordination. Leaders who registered emotional cues, moderated their reactions and adjusted tone helped to defuse tension and reduce stress. Team members frequently mirrored these emotional behaviours, consistent with research on emotional modelling (Wong and Law, 2002). Yet this skill was not evenly distributed across employees. Some expressed emotional steadiness more readily, while others struggled during pressure, which made the emotional climate more variable across shifts.

Development and Learning Through Practice

Formal learning materials were available, but the development of emotional intelligence occurred mainly through everyday interactions, imitation and quiet coaching. Reflection happened in passing rather than as part of structured practice, which led to uneven growth. This aligns with research suggesting that emotional intelligence requires intentional practice to become consistent (Hughes, Thompson and Terrell, 2009; London, 2001). 
In this setting, the quality of learning depended on who was leading the shift, and how attentive that person was to emotional tone and staff reassurance.

Well-being as a Condition for Service Quality

Frontline work in hotels requires continuous emotional labour (Hochschild, 1983), and the placement showed that emotional strain increased rapidly when support was missing. Short acknowledgements, emotional check-ins and moments of reassurance helped maintain engagement and steadiness, which reflects the Job Demands-Resources model where leadership support buffers emotional demand (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017). When such support was absent, signs of fatigue and withdrawal appeared quietly but clearly. Guests often sensed these changes, reflecting emotional contagion processes in service environments (Liu, Chi and Gremler, 2019).

Synthesis

Across the findings, emotional intelligence and leadership behaviour reinforced one another. When leaders acted with emotional awareness, the team gained emotional stability, and service became more consistent. When emotional support weakened, strain accumulated and performance became harder to maintain. Emotional intelligence functioned not as an optional personal preference but as a practical leadership resource that shaped atmosphere, communication and the lived experience of work.

6.1 THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS

1) Contextual validation of people-centred leadership.

The study demonstrates that transformational and servant leadership principles operate effectively in a mid-scale, resource-constrained setting, not only in high-resource or luxury contexts (Bass, 1990; Greenleaf, 1977; Eva et al., 2019). Emotional presence and practical support at the service interface are associated with greater staff confidence and smoother operations.This study adds to the understanding that EI contributes to both individual and collective capabilities by fostering empowerment and creative confidence within teams (Nuzul, Witjaksono and Kistyanto, 2020). Emotional competence thus functions as a shared cognitive resource that enhances adaptability and service innovation. Effective leadership supports both operational efficiency and guest satisfaction by stabilising team performance (Wilson, 2025).

2) EI as a collective capability.

While EI is often framed as an individual competency (Goleman, 1995; Salovey and Mayer, 1990), the findings indicate that EI diffuses socially through modelling, shaping “emotional culture” and communication norms within teams. This supports perspectives on social learning in teams (Clarke, 2010) and clarifies how micro-behaviours (tone, pacing, brief recognition) create a shared emotional tempo during service.

3) Extension of the JD-R lens.

The results extend JD-R by showing that EI functions both as a leadership resource (reducing ambiguity, stabilising rhythm) and as an employee coping resource (self-regulation, peer support) in the context of emotional labour (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017). This dual role clarifies the pathway from leadership behaviour to service outcomes via well-being.

4) Training gap in mid-scale hotels.

The study highlights a gap between corporate intent and operational reality: EI training is rarely formalised for frontline teams. Existing literature emphasises reflection and guided practice (Hughes, Thompson and Terrell, 2009), yet provision at the property level remained inconsistent. This suggests a need to design EI learning that is brief, scenario-based and embedded in routine.

6.2 PRACTICAL AND MANAGERIAL RECOMMENDATIONS

The recommendations below translate findings into implementable routines for Ibis Styles Barnsley and similar hotels. Recent experimental research demonstrates that targeted emotional intelligence training significantly improves service recovery performance and guest satisfaction (Xu, Liu and Gursoy, 2022). Embedding short, scenario-based EI modules within daily briefings may therefore yield immediate behavioural change with minimal time investment.
1) Leadership development with reflective practice
· Quarterly, 90-minute workshops focused on recent incidents: trigger analysis, emotional cues, language that worked/failed (Clarke, 2010).

· Micro-reflections (2-3 minutes) embedded in post-shift debriefs, guided by two prompts: “What emotion did I notice?” and “What helped de-escalate?” (Hughes, Thompson and Terrell, 2009).

· Lightweight 360° feedback each quarter to surface tone, clarity and recognition patterns; anonymised and theme-based.

2) Structured EI training for all supervisory and frontline roles
· Four micro-modules (15-20 min each) aligned to EI dimensions (Salovey and Mayer, 1990): self-awareness, self-regulation, empathy, social skills.

· Two-minute simulations for frequent scenarios (noise complaint, card failure, overbooking) with scripted steps: listen-acknowledge-offer two options.

· Tone and language guide (one page) issued at induction; reviewed during probation.

· On-shift coaching checklist for supervisors (observe tone, give one piece of feedback, recognise one effort).

· Extend access beyond managers to operational teams, to achieve alignment across the whole service chain (Spector, 2021).

3) Well-being and recognition system
· Mandatory micro-recognition: each supervisor gives at least two specific recognitions per shift (Tang and Tsaur, 2016).

· Monthly peer-nominations (“helpful under pressure”) announced internally (Akinrinlola et al., 2021).

· Short one-to-one check-ins after peak periods to assess strain and recovery needs; log themes (Karatepe, 2013).

· Integrate these routines into existing people processes to maintain low cost and high continuity.

4) Strengthening emotional culture and communication
· Briefing (90 seconds) before expected peaks: risks, phrases to use, escalation path; debrief (90 seconds) after peaks: what worked, one improvement.

· End-of-shift emotional reflection: one sentence per person on strain and one on support received, normalises emotional dialogue (Aytekin and Temizkan, 2022).

· Departmental EI champions who model tone and micro-recognition; align with the service ethos implied by Planet 21 (AccorInvest Group, 2022).

· Service recovery playcards at the desk (listen-acknowledge-options-close), supporting consistent responses under pressure.

5) Monitoring and learning loop
· Incident log with three fields (trigger, response, outcome) reviewed weekly to identify pattern gaps and training needs.

· Monthly trend snapshot (themes, not metrics) shared at the leadership huddle to keep EI visible as an operational lever.

Expected effects across these interventions: more consistent emotional climate, reduced hesitation and error under pressure, higher engagement and smoother service recovery.
6.3 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Single-site, qualitative depth.

The study reports findings from one property, prioritising ecological validity over breadth. Case study research offers depth rather than statistical generalisation (Yin, 2018). Future research could examine how emotional intelligence interacts with autonomy to shape job satisfaction and turnover intention, as recent evidence suggests that autonomy strengthens the positive relationship between EI and engagement (Miao, Humphrey and Qian, 2017). This could refine emotional competence models in hospitality contexts.

Reflexive data sources.

Reflective notes and on-site observations capture contextually rich behaviour but rely on researcher's interpretation. Triangulation mitigated this, yet future work should combine interviews with structured surveys and independent observation to strengthen validity.
Future research avenues.
· Multi-site intervention studies: test the micro-modules and briefing/debriefing routines across several properties and measure effects on engagement and service recovery.

· Longitudinal designs: track changes in emotional climate and service outcomes over time as EI practices are embedded.

· Cross-cultural comparisons within a brand: examine how emotional norms vary by country and how EI training should adapt to cultural display rules.

· Role-specific EI profiles: compare supervisory vs. frontline EI demands to tailor micro-modules and coaching checklists.

· Linkages to guest metrics: explore correlations between EI routines and complaint resolution time or review sentiment to evidence external impact (e.g., Moustafa et al., 2024).

6.4 FINAL CONCLUSION

The study shows that emotionally intelligent leadership is essential for stable, high-quality service in mid-scale hotels. Leaders who combine proximity, calm tone, concise guidance and timely recognition create psychological safety, reduce the strain of emotional labour and improve team coordination. 
EI operates simultaneously as a personal skill and an organisational resource: it shapes communication norms, supports employee resilience and shortens service recovery cycles. At Ibis Styles Barnsley, emotionally aware leadership compensated for lean staffing and operational pressure, demonstrating that human connection and disciplined emotional practice can be more effective than rigid procedural control.

For hospitality organisations, the implication is clear: treat EI as a core leadership competency to be trained, practised and monitored, not as an innate trait. Embedding brief, repeatable routines (pre-peak briefings, post-peak reflections, micro-recognition, scenario drills) can institutionalise EI at low cost and raise the floor of performance. Doing so aligns employee welfare with guest satisfaction and supports long-term operational resilience.
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