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Assess the impact of different leadership styles on team effectiveness and employee
morale in the hospitality industry.
Leadership plays a pivotal role in shaping the performance and morale of employees within the hotel industry. With staff morale and team dynamics directly affecting guest satisfaction, the leadership style employed by hotel managers can make or break a hotel's success. The hospitality industry thrives on effective management, and different leadership styles can significantly affect employee engagement, satisfaction, and ultimately team performance. This essay provides an overview of various leadership theories and styles, such as Autocratic, Democratic, Laissez-faire, Transactional, and Transformational leadership, with real-world examples from the hotel industry.
The Autocratic leadership style is often characterised by a top-down approach where decisions are made solely by the leader, with little to no input from team members. In the context of hotel management, an autocratic leader may dictate how tasks are completed without seeking feedback from employees. This leadership style can be beneficial in high-pressure situations, such as managing crises or dealing with last-minute guest complaints (Mullins, 2010). For instance, in a five-star hotel dealing with a sudden staffing shortage, an autocratic leader might efficiently reassign staff roles to ensure service continuity. However, over-reliance on autocratic leadership may lead to decreased employee morale and high staff turnover, as employees may feel undervalued and over-controlled (Northouse, 2019). A common example is the fast-paced environment of business hotels, where quick decisions on guest management often call for a centralised authority (Tavakoli, 2018).
Yet, the autocratic style, if not balanced with some level of employee empowerment, may create long-term challenges. Staff at hotels under strict autocratic leadership may become disengaged, resulting in a decline in overall performance and increased staff attrition (Goleman, 2017). When a manager consistently dictates every action, there is less room for personal initiative, creativity, or collaboration—all qualities essential for providing exceptional service in the hospitality sector (Hogan & Kaiser, 2005).
In contrast, the Democratic leadership style fosters an inclusive work environment where employees are encouraged to provide input on decisions. This leadership style is known to boost employee morale by promoting a sense of ownership and accountability (Bass, 2008). In hotels where teamwork and collaboration are essential—such as during the organisation of large events or high occupancy seasons—democratic leadership can lead to innovative solutions and enhanced operational efficiency (Kavanaugh & Ninemeier, 2012). For example, at The Ritz-Carlton, employees are encouraged to provide suggestions on how to improve guest experiences, which has led to the development of personalised services and enhanced customer satisfaction (Ritz-Carlton Leadership Center, 2022). At Four Seasons Hotels and Resorts, managers frequently engage staff in discussions about service improvements, leading to higher employee satisfaction and innovative ideas for enhancing guest experiences (Four Seasons, 2022). Democratic leadership not only empowers employees but also fosters a shared sense of responsibility.
Moreover, democratic leadership nurtures a culture of openness and transparency, where employees feel their voices are heard. This approach fosters loyalty and motivation, as employees are likely to remain with an organisation where their contributions are valued (Daft, 2014). In large hotel chains like Marriott or Hilton, this leadership style can be instrumental in creating a cohesive workforce where employees work together to solve problems and create unique guest experiences (Hilton Worldwide, 2021). However, a challenge with democratic leadership is that decision-making processes may be slower, which can be a drawback in situations requiring urgent responses (Yukl, 2013).
Laissez-faire leadership is another commonly observed style, where managers take a hands-off approach, allowing employees to manage their tasks with minimal supervision. This style can be effective in creative hotel environments where employees are highly skilled and self-motivated (Robbins & Judge, 2019). In luxury boutique hotels, for instance, designers, chefs, and event planners may thrive under laissez-faire leadership, as they have the autonomy to innovate and enhance the guest experience (Jones & Lockwood, 2012). However, in the hospitality industry, where consistency in service delivery is crucial, laissez-faire leadership can result in disorganisation and poor performance (Gilbert & Guerrier, 1997).
For instance, in a hotel chain like Marriott, where operational efficiency and standardisation are key to maintaining brand reputation, a laissez-faire approach might result in inconsistencies across locations (Kandampully, 2013). Without strong leadership oversight, service quality may suffer, as employees may not have the guidance, they need to maintain the brand’s high standards (Kotler et al., 2017). Therefore, while laissez-faire leadership can be beneficial in specific departments such as marketing or design, it needs to be balanced with structured supervision in operational roles (Doherty & Tyson, 2000).
Transactional leadership is based on a system of rewards and punishments, where employees are motivated by the prospect of incentives for meeting targets or fear of penalties for failing to do so. This style of leadership is often seen in large hotel chains that rely on standard operating procedures to ensure consistency in service delivery (Burns, 1978). For example, a hotel manager at the Marriott might offer bonuses to housekeeping staff who consistently receive high guest satisfaction scores (Hilton & Slatter, 2020). While this approach can be effective in driving performance, it may also stifle creativity and lead to a focus on short-term results rather than long-term innovation (House & Aditya, 1997).
Transactional leadership works well in environments where clear structures and goals are essential, such as in corporate hotel chains (Northouse, 2019). However, the downside is that it can create a transactional relationship between employees and the organisation, where employees are only motivated by external rewards rather than a genuine passion for their work (Burns, 1978). In the hospitality industry, where guest interactions and personalised service are critical, over-reliance on transactional leadership can result in robotic service delivery, which may negatively affect guest satisfaction (Mullins, 2010).
Transformational leadership, on the other hand, seeks to inspire and motivate employees by aligning organisational goals with individual aspirations. This leadership style is increasingly popular in the hotel industry, particularly in luxury hotels where personalised service and innovation are key to maintaining a competitive edge (Bass & Avolio, 1994). Transformational leaders in hotels strive to create a shared vision that employees are passionate about, resulting in higher levels of engagement and innovation (Tracey & Hinkin, 1994).
For example, at the Four Seasons Hotels and Resorts, transformational leadership is often emphasised, with managers encouraging employees to go above and beyond to exceed guest expectations (Four Seasons, 2022). By fostering a culture of empowerment and trust, transformational leaders can inspire their teams to deliver exceptional service and come up with creative solutions to problems (Bass, 2008). This leadership style is particularly effective in luxury hotels, where attention to detail and guest satisfaction are paramount (Goleman, 2017). Unlike transactional leadership, which focuses on short-term goals, transformational leadership encourages long-term development and employee growth, contributing to the overall success of the hotel (Northouse, 2019).
McGregor’s X and Y Theory offers a useful framework for understanding managerial attitudes toward employee motivation. Theory X posits that employees are inherently lazy and require strict supervision, aligning with autocratic leadership (McGregor, 1960). On the other hand, Theory Y suggests that employees are self-motivated and thrive when given autonomy, aligning more with democratic or laissez-faire leadership styles (McGregor, 1960). In the hotel industry, a Theory X approach may be observed in high-pressure environments where operational efficiency is paramount, such as in fast-paced city hotels or during large-scale events (Hilton Worldwide, 2021). However, Theory Y is more applicable in environments that prioritise creativity and employee engagement, such as boutique hotels or luxury resorts (Bass, 2008).
For instance, in high-end establishments like The Ritz-Carlton, managers who adopt a Theory Y approach often find that their teams are more motivated and capable of delivering the high level of personalised service expected by guests (Ritz-Carlton Leadership Center, 2022). Marriott's "Take Care" program empowers employees to make decisions that enhance the guest experience without seeking managerial approval (Marriott, 2021). This approach fosters a sense of ownership among staff, leading to increased engagement and satisfaction. By giving employees, the autonomy to make decisions and solve problems on their own, these leaders create an environment where staff feel empowered and valued, leading to greater job satisfaction and lower turnover rates (Goleman, 2017).
Blake and Mouton’s Managerial Grid provides a model for analysing leadership effectiveness based on concern for people and concern for production (Blake & Mouton, 1964). In hotels, leaders with a high concern for production but low concern for people may prioritise operational efficiency at the expense of employee morale (Jones & Lockwood, 2012). For instance, in a hotel chain such as Hilton, a manager focused exclusively on production may drive the team to meet occupancy targets but may overlook the individual needs of employees, leading to burnout and decreased job satisfaction (Hilton & Slatter, 2020).
Conversely, a manager with a high concern for people but low concern for production may foster a pleasant work environment but struggle to meet operational goals (Robbins & Judge, 2019). The most effective hotel managers are those who can balance both concerns, ensuring that employees feel supported while also maintaining high levels of productivity (Bass, 2008). In hotels where guest satisfaction and service excellence are critical, such as at The Ritz-Carlton or Four Seasons, this balance is essential for maintaining a motivated workforce that delivers exceptional service (Ritz-Carlton Leadership Center, 2022). Kimpton Hotels encourages a team-oriented approach where employees feel supported, leading to high guest satisfaction and employee engagement.
Adair’s Action-Centered Leadership (ACL) model (Adair, 2021). is another valuable framework for understanding leadership in the hotel industry. This model emphasises three core responsibilities of leaders: achieving the task, building the team, and developing the individual. In hotels, leaders must constantly balance these three elements to ensure smooth operations. For example, during a major event such as a wedding or corporate conference, a hotel manager must ensure that the event runs smoothly (task), that all departments work together effectively (team), and that individual employees feel supported and capable of performing their roles (individual). The Ritz-Carlton, under the leadership of Horst Schulze, is a prime example of ACL in action. Schulze emphasised the importance of empowering employees to make decisions that would enhance the guest experience while also providing them with the training and resources needed to succeed (Martin, 2021). This holistic approach to leadership has allowed the Ritz-Carlton to maintain its reputation for world-class service and employee satisfaction. At Shangri-La Hotels, managers use team-building activities to enhance communication and collaboration among staff. Regular team retreats help strengthen relationships, improving teamwork and service quality (Shangri-La, 2024). By focusing on both task achievement and employee development, leaders create a motivated workforce capable of meeting organizational challenges.

The Great Man Theory, while somewhat outdated, still has relevance in understanding certain leadership styles in the hospitality industry. This theory suggests that certain individuals are born with inherent leadership qualities that set them apart. In modern hotel management, charismatic leaders who can inspire and motivate their teams often embody aspects of this theory. Richard Branson, the founder of Virgin Hotels, is a prime example of a leader whose charisma and vision have shaped the culture of his hotels. Branson’s leadership style combines elements of transformational leadership—motivating employees to embrace innovation and take risks—with a personal charm that fosters loyalty and commitment among his staff (Brown, 2020). However, relying solely on charismatic leadership can sometimes overshadow the importance of structured management processes, which are critical in the highly regulated and complex environment of hotel operations. Conrad Hilton, the founder of Hilton Hotels, is often cited as an example of the Great Man Theory. His vision and charisma helped shape the global hospitality industry, demonstrating how unique traits can contribute to leadership success (Hilton, 2023).
Impact of Leadership on Employee Morale. A hotel’s success depends not only on its strategic operations but also on the effective management of human resources, which is driven by leadership. Different leadership styles—ranging from transformational and transactional leadership to democratic and autocratic approaches—create varying levels of employee satisfaction and engagement, which are essential for high performance in the hotel industry.
The article "The Socio-Cultural Diversity of Hotel Employees and Their Perception of the Management Styles in Hotels of Gauteng Province, South Africa" by Yawa Annan et al. (2019) emphasises that leadership styles significantly shape the employee experience. Their research underlines the role of internal communication in fostering a positive organisational climate, which in turn boosts guest satisfaction. Transformational leadership, characterised by a focus on motivating employees and enhancing their performance, emerges as a particularly effective style. This leadership approach, rooted in Lewin’s Leadership Model, promotes a democratic environment where employees feel valued and empowered (Annan et al., 2019). A democratic leadership style, which involves participative decision-making, tends to lead to higher levels of employee satisfaction and morale—critical components for successful team dynamics within hotels.
In a similar study, Baquero et al. (2019) examined the link between authentic leadership and job satisfaction within the hotel industry. Authentic leadership is grounded in self-awareness, transparency, and balanced processing, all of which positively influence employee satisfaction. Baquero and colleagues argue that hotel managers who demonstrate a high level of self-awareness can better meet the needs of their employees, fostering higher levels of job satisfaction (Baquero et al., 2019). This insight aligns with the argument that leadership styles must be flexible and adaptable to the specific context in which they are applied, particularly when managing a workforce as diverse as that found in the hotel industry.
In conclusion the hotel industry, the choice of leadership style profoundly influences team dynamics and employee morale. Transformational and servant leadership styles tend to foster higher levels of employee engagement and satisfaction, leading to improved guest experiences. Conversely, transactional and autocratic leadership can create rigid environments that may stifle creativity and hinder employee motivation.
The application of leadership theories such as Lewin’s Leadership Model, McGregor’s Theory X and Y, Blake and Mouton’s Managerial Grid, Adair’s Action-Centered Leadership, and the Great Man Theory further enhances understanding of leadership dynamics in the hotel sector. By recognising the diverse approaches to leadership and their respective impacts on team performance and customer satisfaction, hotel managers can adopt strategies that cultivate a positive workplace culture and drive organizational success.
In an era marked by rapid change and evolving customer expectations, hotel leaders must remain adaptable and responsive. By embracing a range of leadership styles and incorporating established theories, they can better navigate challenges and seize opportunities in the ever-changing hospitality landscape. Ultimately, effective leadership is crucial for creating an environment where employees feel valued, motivated, and empowered to deliver exceptional service, leading to sustainable success in the competitive hotel industry.
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