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Executive Summary
This report aims to delve into a specific leader within a tourism & leisure company; Arne Sorenson former CEO of Marriott International. 
Throughout his time managing the company, he undoubtedly faced many challenges ranging from the global pandemic, technology growth, change in customer demands, as well as considerations over forthcoming trends. 
A key focus of this report is the impact of technology on the hospitality industry and the challenges surrounding incorporating technology while trying to maintain that personal touch and customer relationship. Therefore, finding a balance is essential in order to remain competitive within the industry.
The Starwood Hotels merger was a pivotal moment within his leadership but also for Marriott International as a company, making them “the world’s largest hotel company” as a result (Marriott, 2024). Similarly, discoveries surrounding Sorenson’s leadership style and approach will be conducted. 
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[bookmark: _Toc562143753]Introduction 
Arne Sorenson; former CEO of Marriott hotel chain, was the first non-family member to take over the company back in 2012 until his passing in 2021 (BBC News, 2021).
The Marriott International was founded in 1927 in the United States and has now become “the world’s largest hotel company” with ownership of over 30 brands (See Appendix A) (Marriott, 2024), highlighting his efforts in driving the success of the company. He is especially renowned for his bold decision to acquire the $13.6 billion Starwood Hotels & Resorts which has ultimately led Marriott to where they are today (Tennant, 2016). 
Many challenges were faced during his leadership including economic hardship, rising competition, constantly evolving customer demands, technological advancements and the global covid-19 pandemic. Under his leadership, Marriott navigated through these disruptions with resilience and determination.
Despite dealing with personal health issues himself, prior to his passing, he remained dedicated in tackling the pandemic and committed to leading the Marriott to success.
This report aims to assess how Arne Sorenson’s leadership approach helped Marriott push through both internal and external factors affecting the company.
Assessing his leadership style and key decisions along with their outcomes will help form a better understanding of the role he played within Marriott International. 
Furthermore, recommendations of how Arne Sorenson could have better dealt with situations, or any improvements will be discussed. 
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[bookmark: _Toc2051410322]Current Change Context 
Starwood Merging: A significant change that Arne Sorenson faced was “the $13 billion acquisition of Starwood Hotels & Resorts in 2016” (Jelski, 2021). This is arguably one of his greatest achievements as the Marriott then became the world’s largest hotel chain as a result (Marriott, 2024). While this acquisition enhanced Marriott’s global presence and reputation, it posed many challenges such as brand integration, employee restructuring and difference in quality standards (Tayal, 2019). 
Technology Advancements: “During the 2010’s, the hotel industry was faced with a new wave of technological and digital transformations” (Luxury Places & Hotels, 2024). Sorenson had to balance embracing new technologies, while maintaining the brands core values of personal touch.
Covid Crisis: Sorenson stated that the most difficult challenge he faced was the covid-19 pandemic (Disruptive Leadership Institute (DLI), 2020). With global travel restrictions, Marriott experienced a dramatic decline in customer visits and a loss in revenue (See Appendix B). To further elaborate, during 2020, Marriott experienced a loss of 267 million dollars (Statista, 2024). 
“The hospitality sector saw the biggest economic declines of all sectors during the pandemic” (Hutton, Foley and Irvine, 2022), suggesting the sheer pressure that Sorenson had to face.





[bookmark: _Toc1166095867]Strategic Leadership Responses
Starwood Merging: The merging of Marriott and Starwood hotels required a strategic vision and effective leadership for it to be a smooth transition. This posed many challenges such as integrating different corporate cultures, quality standard alignment and linking the loyalty programmes (Smith, 2023). The writer also discusses that “study after study puts the failure rate of mergers and acquisitions somewhere between 70% and 90%” mentions Harvard Business Review. This shows that Sorenson dealt with this merging successfully with transparent communication and employee involvement, as they soon became the top hotel chain in the world!
Technology Advancements: “Digital transformation is not only speeding up, but it is broadening; it’s in every aspect of our business” (Yates-Roberts, 2019), showing his understanding that if used effectively then had the ability to revolutionise Marriott along with guest experiences.
With customer demands higher than ever, it is essential for hotels to remain one step ahead (Lacalle, 2024). Therefore, under his leadership, the Marriott Bonvoy loyalty app was developed for an enhanced guest experience, incorporating technology, while maintaining personalisation, in addition to mobile check ins and online booking options. 
The Lewin’s Change Management Model (See Appendix C) can be related to this with the first stage of unfreeze; acknowledging industry shifts and demands, change; implementing technology advancements and refreeze; embedding these new changes into the Marriott operations (Miller, 2022).
Covid Crisis: Sorenson stated that “covid-19 is having a more severe and sudden financial impact on our business than 9/11 and the 2009 financial crisis, combined” (Disruptive Leadership Institute (DLI), 2020). As a result, Sorenson had to make some challenging financial decisions to reduce costs, for example discarding non-essential spendings like advertising, as well as stating that he and his work partner will not be taking a salary for 2020, while his executive team will be taking a 50% cut in pay (Disruptive Leadership Institute (DLI), 2020). This showcases the personal sacrifice that he made for both the business and his employees to remain stable.
As you can see, Sorenson adopted a strategic and people first leadership approach to effectively manage these changes and challenges.

[bookmark: _Toc840537386]Examples & Case Studies
With the Starwood merger, Sorenson had a clear vision and put a strong emphasis on team collaboration during this process. This strategy proved effective as they successfully conducted this.
Similarly, Sorenson used open and honest communication to deal with the pandemic, which ultimately kept everyone in the know about exactly what was expected. “Arne Sorenson’s video message became a key crisis communication case study by setting a benchmark for crisis communication strategies” (Hure, 2024). This demonstrates the recognition in the way he dealt with this situation, to the extent that it will be used as an example to organisations of how to correctly deal with a similar crisis. 
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[bookmark: _Toc335474108]Leadership Style
Arne Sorenson demonstrated an authentic leadership style by prioritising the empowerment of his employees over personal power or financial gain (Armstrong and Taylor, 2023, pp.666–667). This was evident in his short video to Marriott employees and customers, honestly explaining the situation surrounding the pandemic and the sheer impact that it was going to have on not only the business but to all involved (Gallo, 2020). His genuine emotion, vulnerability yet resilience, had comments from the public saying the video was “heartfelt and inspiring” and “this is what leadership sounds like” (Gallo, 2020), reiterating that this type of leadership style was successful.
Similarly, he emulated traits of a democratic leader by having a people first approach (Marriott International, 2024). During an interview he explained “Take care of associates and they will take care of the customers” (Croitor, 2017), implying the importance of looking after your employees. Sorenson also had a strong focus on collaborative decision making. This was evident during the merging of Starwood hotels where he offered transparency and reassurance that “any questions Starwood employees may have will be answered as the process unfolds” (Clampet, 2015). This shows his active involvement with employees across both companies to understand their concerns and try to achieve a smooth transition. 

[bookmark: _Toc1045752709]Culture & People Impact
Organisational culture can be referred to as “how things are done around here” (Mullins, 2019, p.564). The author continues to discuss the concept that an organisation’s culture is shaped by its values, ethos and practices, which influence how it functions and how employees behave. 
The Marriott conducted a survey for “associates about what they think our culture stands for, and one response kept coming back: we have a culture of people who want to win” (Jones, 2015). This shows that both his democratic approach and the type of culture he strived towards creating, resulted in his employees becoming motivated to achieve their best. 
One of Marriott’s renowned practices “is to refer to all employees as associates” which instils a sense of care and respect. It also reinforces the idea that every team member is valued, contributing to a strong organisational culture (Ganguly, 2011). 
Sorenson’s support and commitment towards creating a diverse and inclusive workplace was evident after being voted “no.1 company for diversity, equity and inclusion across all industries in 2020” (Marriott International, 2022). Marriott’s continuous dedication to diversity was evident through its “committee for excellence in diversity”, “inclusion management team of 50 percent women” and a “racially and gender diverse board” (Dunn, 2025). Sorenson’s leadership made diversity a core part of Marriott’s culture as he believed having different perspectives made the company stronger.

[bookmark: _Toc655167891]Impact on Organisational Performance
(Tenney, 2023) suggests that different leadership styles can determine the success of an organisation. Sorenson’s democratic and authentic leadership style has proven to be a success as “85% of employees say Marriott International is a great place to work” (Gibbons, 2020).
In the book ‘Spirit to Serve: Marriott’s Way’ it discusses the employee-first philosophy, which helps to maintain a loyal workforce, reducing staff turnover, adopts a stronger service culture that will ultimately enhance customer experiences as a result (Bator, 2017). 
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To enhance Sorenson’s leadership effectiveness, he could have focused on improving his approach to managing organisational change. While he had a democratic leadership style that benefited his employees, offering them more support and guidance during transitions could have strengthened Marriott’s workforce even more.
A practical recommendation would have been to invest in more training on change management in order to equip employees with the necessary skills needed to navigate uncertainty and change effectively (Andrews, 2024). Sorenson could have helped his team feel more confident and prepared during these major shifts.
This relates to the performance by creating a team who is more adaptable and resilient when handling situations, like past challenges of the covid crisis and the Starwood merger. This would result in employees feeling well-equipped to handle change, while maintaining productive, focused and an overall positive workplace culture.
Furthermore, a suggestion that could have further supported his role as CEO of Marriott is by fostering qualities of a task-orientated leadership style. While his people-first approach worked well, incorporating this new approach would have further enhanced the running and efficiency of the company, as well as increased productivity in his employees (St. Thomas University, 2014).





[bookmark: _Toc178923726]People & Culture Recommendations
Team building activities have an immense impact by creating a better workplace culture, increasing trust and strengthening the team (Blythe, 2018). Sorenson could have taken advantage of these benefits by scheduling more regular team building sessions, particularly during major transitions like the Starwood merger, where the two companies had to integrate into one. This would have allowed for more collaboration and overall, a more efficient work performance. 
“As a leader, you need to be curious, and you need to be doing more listening than talking” (University Of Cambridge, 2015). Based upon this statement from Sorenson, it highlights the importance of active listening and collaboration. Therefore, this suggests the need to arrange regular feedback sessions from both employees and guests to gain these valuable insights.
A positive company culture is essential for long term success. Marriott is renowned for supporting their employee's wellbeing; “in the service industry, you’re only as good as the wellbeing of your people” (McIlvaine, 2019). In 2010, the ‘Take Care’ programme was developed to support employee's overall wellbeing. A few suggestions for Sorenson to further enhance this is to perhaps organise set wellbeing days for employees or an incentive to win a wellness retreat as these will both support the individual’s welfare, while encouraging productivity. 
Overall, these changes would not only help Marriott succeed as an organisation but also increase employee engagement and as a result a better work performance.





[bookmark: _Toc223263509]Conclusion 
Overall, it is evident that Sorenson’s 12-year leading of Marriott International had a significant impact on not only the success of the company, but also the employees and guest satisfaction. His leadership was tested by various industry disruptions such as digital transformation, the pandemic, changing customer demands and internal company decisions like the Starwood merger. Despite these challenges, his democratic and authentic leadership style created a workplace environment where his ‘associates’ felt valued and motivated to perform their best. This approach has helped Sorenson to maintain Marriott’s reputation and position as a global leading hotel company.
Having said this, there were some areas for improvement. This consisted of improving change management strategies in order to further support employees during times of transition like the pandemic and Starwood merger. A suggestion of introducing more team building activities would have benefited Sorenson’s team to become even stronger. Similarly, adopting a more task-orientated leadership approach would have further increased Marriott’s success as a company.
Overall, it is evident that Sorenson’s leadership left a legacy on the Marriott company, highlighting the importance of compassion, inclusivity and having a clear vision. It is clear that organisations across all industries can take inspiration and learn from his leadership as CEO of Marriott International. 
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