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Leadership plays an essential role in the success of organisations within the hospitality industry, a sector defined by dynamism, cultural diversity, and high customer expectations (Mullins, 2020, pp. 22-23). This industry, largely reliant on delivering exceptional consumer experiences, requires leaders who can efficiently coordinate daily operations and inspire their teams. Moreover, leaders must create a positive work environment that fosters collaboration and motivation while ensuring customer satisfaction. Effective leadership approaches directly contribute to maintaining a competitive edge in an ever-changing market characterised by unpredictable trends and increasingly diverse demands (Boddy, 2017, pp. 7-9).
The hospitality industry relies heavily on human interactions, which amplifies the importance of leadership (Mullins, 2016, pp. 314-317). Leaders’ responsibilities extend beyond team management, encompassing the establishment of a strong organisational culture that supports employees in achieving common goals. Team morale and the quality of services provided to customers are directly influenced by the leadership styles adopted. Furthermore, leaders must navigate contemporary challenges such as rapidly changing consumer preferences, global economic crises, and difficulties in attracting and retaining skilled personnel. Adaptability and innovation, therefore, become crucial in maintaining organisational performance and reputation (Mullins, 2016, pp. 334-335).
This essay aims to critically analyse various leadership theories and evaluate their relevance to the hospitality industry. Among the theories discussed are Blake and Mouton’s model, McGregor’s Theory X and Y, and Adair’s ACL model. The essay will also explore how these theories can be practically applied and their impact on organisational performance and customer satisfaction.
Douglas McGregor, in his work The Human Side of Enterprise (2006), introduced two contrasting approaches to leadership. Theory X assumes that employees are inherently lazy, avoid responsibilities, and must be strictly controlled, thus promoting an authoritarian style. Leaders employing this approach establish strict rules and maintain constant supervision to ensure compliance. In contrast, Theory Y suggests that employees are self-motivated, responsible, and creative when given trust and opportunities, fostering a participative leadership style (McGregor, 2006). Such leaders prefer to collaborate with their teams, delegate responsibilities, and promote a learning and innovative environment (Yukl, 2013, pp. 50-52).
In the hospitality industry, Theory X can be applied in departments where strict control is essential, such as maintenance or housekeeping, to ensure adherence to operational standards. Conversely, Theory Y is more suitable for creative teams, such as event planning or marketing, where initiative and collaboration are critical. However, these styles are not without limitations; the authoritarian approach of Theory X can create a hostile work environment, reducing employee satisfaction and increasing staff turnover. Meanwhile, the high level of autonomy promoted by Theory Y can be challenging to manage in situations where employees are unprepared to take responsibility for major decisions (Kopelman et al., 2008, p. 256).
Another relevant model is the Managerial Grid developed by Robert Blake and Jane Mouton, which examines leadership through the dimensions of task orientation and people orientation. Leaders strongly focused on tasks prioritising achieving organisational goals and improving operational efficiency. These leaders excel in managing daily operations, such as reception management or maintaining housekeeping standards (Mullins, 2020, pp. 314-317). On the other hand, people-oriented leaders emphasise team well-being, fostering a positive environment for employees. This aspect is crucial in hotels, where team morale directly impacts service quality and guest experience (de Bruin, 2020).
Ideally, a leader should achieve a balance between these two dimensions, referred to as the 5,5 style in the Managerial Grid, which combines operational efficiency with employee care. However, leaders who approach the 9,9 level, described by Blake and Mouton as the "ideal leader," achieve the best results. They manage to create engaged, motivated, and efficient teams, thus contributing to the organisation's long-term success (Bernardin and Alvares, 1976).
John Adair's ACL model offers a different perspective on leadership, focusing on the balance between task, team, and individual (Adair, 2009, pp. 45-48). Leaders who adopt this model prioritise achieving objectives, promoting team cohesion, and meeting the individual needs of employees. In the hospitality industry, this approach can be effectively applied to event management, where leaders must manage diverse teams and ensure high-quality outcomes (Northouse, 2013, pp. 75-77). For instance, a manager implementing the ACL model will support the team in overcoming challenges while maintaining a clear focus on event objectives and ensuring the individual satisfaction of each team member.
This holistic approach is particularly valuable in the hospitality industry as it integrates operational and human needs. Leaders who successfully implement ACL principles not only achieve organisational goals but also create a harmonious work environment where employees feel motivated and valued (Adair, 2009, pp. 122-125).
Thus, McGregor’s Theory X and Y, Blake and Mouton’s Managerial Grid, and Adair’s ACL model offer valuable perspectives on how leaders can effectively manage teams within the hospitality industry. The strategic application of these theories enhances organisational performance and fosters an organisational culture that promotes employee satisfaction and positive guest experiences. In such a highly competitive industry, these models remain essential pillars of effective leadership.
Leadership in the hospitality industry presents a challenge that requires the application of various theories to balance the needs of the team, the organisation, and the customers. McGregor’s Theory X and Y, Blake and Mouton’s Managerial Grid, and Adair’s ACL model provide complementary yet distinct perspectives on leadership. These theories share similarities but also display significant differences in their approaches.
A similarity between McGregor’s Theory Y and Adair’s ACL model is their focus on people orientation. Both models advocate that effective leaders must create a positive environment that encourages collaboration and personal development. McGregor posits that leaders who adopt Theory Y motivate employees by providing trust and autonomy (McGregor, 2006), while Adair emphasises the importance of addressing individual needs to maintain team balance (Adair, 2009, pp. 45-48). However, the Managerial Grid provides a different perspective, categorising leaders based on their orientation towards tasks or people, without suggesting a balance similar to that of the ACL model (Blake & Mouton, 1985).
Regarding differences, the Managerial Grid and McGregor’s Theories X and Y diverge in their focus on control. While Theory X promotes an authoritarian style based on control and supervision, the Managerial Grid argues that excessive task orientation can negatively impact team morale (Selvarani, 2011). Nevertheless, the Managerial Grid suggests that leaders who achieve the 9,9 level, balancing operational efficiency with care for their team, are the most effective (Gartzia & Baniandrés, 2016). Adair, on the other hand, highlights the difficulty of implementing ACL principles in organisations without adequate preparation, which can be a significant limitation.
Criticism of the analysed leadership theories underscores their limitations in complex organisational contexts, such as the hospitality industry. Theory X, for instance, emphasises strict control and assumes employees are inherently unmotivated, which can create a hostile environment, particularly in teams requiring creativity and flexibility. Studies have shown that this authoritarian style increases staff turnover rates and reduces workplace satisfaction (Albashiti et al., 2021). Meanwhile, Adair’s ACL model, though comprehensive and focused on balance, demands highly skilled leaders and significant resources to implement its principles effectively. This limits its applicability in dynamic environments, such as hotels, where rapid decision-making and flexibility are crucial (Daft, 2018, pp. 110-115).
Blake and Mouton’s Managerial Grid proves to be the most effective theory in the hospitality industry. The model emphasises achieving an ideal balance between task orientation and people orientation, a critical aspect in a sector that requires adherence to high operational standards while maintaining employee morale. This balance is supported by research showing that leaders who prioritise both efficiency and care for their employees succeed in creating more motivated and productive teams (Goleman, 2000, pp. 10-12). Bernardin and Alvares (1976) argue that although implementation in large organisations can be challenging, the long-term effectiveness justifies the initial investments.
The Managerial Grid effectively addresses the unique demands of the hospitality industry by providing leaders with the necessary tools to manage teams in complex environments. This model’s adaptability highlights its capacity to balance organisational needs with individual considerations, contributing to sustainable competitive advantage.
Regarding case studies and practical examples, the hospitality industry showcases numerous instances of effective leadership. Managers at international chains like Marriott and Hilton have repeatedly demonstrated the importance of participative leadership styles (Sandstrom & Reynolds, 2020). In boutique hotels, this approach is favoured as it fosters personalised guest experiences, while in large chains, a more structured style is often preferred to ensure service standardisation (Quintana et al., 2015).
One notable example is Arne Sorenson, the former CEO of Marriott, who adopted a participative leadership style, emphasising inclusion and diversity. This approach fostered a positive organisational culture and improved customer satisfaction (Northouse, 2013, pp. 120-122). In contrast, Conrad Hilton, the founder of Hilton Hotels, employed a more authoritarian style, suited for an era where standardisation was essential for expanding his hotel chain (Sandstrom & Reynolds, 2020).
The impact of leadership on employee performance is significant. Participative styles, which involve employees in decision-making processes, are associated with higher workplace satisfaction and improved staff retention (Blake & Mouton, 1985). On the other hand, authoritarian styles, while effective in the short term, can result in demotivation and high staff turnover (de Bruin, 2020).
Leadership influences all managerial functions, including planning, organising, leading, and controlling. Research highlights that leadership plays a crucial role in managerial efficiency, particularly in dynamic industries like hospitality (Worsfold, 1989). Participative leaders, for example, enhance team collaboration by involving employees in decision-making processes, significantly contributing to team cohesion and employee well-being. This, in turn, facilitates the successful implementation of operational plans (Kara et al., 2013).
Moreover, the efficient organisation of teams relies heavily on leaders’ abilities to delegate tasks and maintain team cohesion. Within the leading function, leadership shapes how leaders communicate objectives and inspire employees to achieve them (Sedrine et al., 2020). Control, the final managerial function, is also closely linked to leadership, as effective leaders monitor progress and adjust strategies when necessary (Worsfold, 1989). In the hospitality industry, this connection is particularly evident in the management of reception teams, where collaboration and strict control are vital for operational success.
In conclusion, this essay has highlighted the pivotal role of leadership as a central element in the success of organisations within the hospitality industry. Through the exploration and comparison of leadership theories, such as McGregor’s Theory X and Y, Blake and Mouton’s Managerial Grid, and Adair’s ACL model, it became evident that each model uniquely contributes to understanding how leaders can influence team performance and customer satisfaction.
The analysis demonstrated that while Theory X can be useful in scenarios requiring strict control, its limitations are clear in creative and collaborative environments. On the other hand, Adair’s ACL model, despite its holistic approach and value, requires substantial resources and preparation for implementation. In contrast, Blake and Mouton’s Managerial Grid proved to be the most applicable within the hospitality industry, offering the balance needed between organisational and individual needs, ensuring both efficiency and team morale.
Thus, effective leadership does not involve the rigid application of a single theory but rather the adaptability of leaders to integrate different styles to meet the complex challenges of the hospitality industry. This adaptive approach enables leaders to create motivated and efficient teams, fostering a positive work environment and delivering memorable experiences for clients. When properly understood and applied, leadership remains an indispensable component for the success and sustainability of organisations in the hospitality sector.
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