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Leadership is one of the most important success factors of organisations, generally and specifically hospitality organisations. This sector deals in teamwork, communication, and social skills, more so when dealing with members of the organisation. It is the leader's responsibility to cultivate these qualities to improve work and boost morale among the members (Armstrong, 2012). Of all classifications of leadership, the democratic approach is the most popular since it encourages teamwork (Adair, 2009). In this essay, an attempt has been made to understand the leadership systems operating in the hospitality industry with special reference to democratic leadership and the consequences for the team and employees in detail. These dynamics will be supported with examples and cases from the hotel management context.
Leadership theories offer crucial information concerning how leaders facilitate the achievement of organisational goals. Due to the features of flexibility and attentiveness to client’s needs, the field of hospitality needs leaders who can be effective in different situations and keep morale high in teams (Mullins, 2023). Many leadership theories provide the foundation from which various leadership approaches can be examined and compared in terms of their influence on the overall performance of a formation and the morale of its members.
The trait theory postulates that leadership abilities are inborn and, therefore, set leaders apart from the common populace. It was developed in initial psychological research of leadership and assumed that personal characteristics like charisma, decision-making ability, intelligence, confidence and self-assurance, and tenacity make people born leaders. Like other intra-individual theories, this theory disregards acquired skills as well as other situational factors (Arnold, 2020). Some of the characteristics of trait theory that are of importance in the leadership of the hospitality industry may include emotional intelligence, flexibility, and excellent communication (Mullins, 2019). Trait theory was well illustrated by Conrad Hilton, who was the founder of Hilton Hotels. Given his leadership qualities, accompanied by his talent for making proper business decisions, he managed to create one of the biggest hotel chains in the world. All these leadership attributes, including confidence, strategic thinking, and employee mobilisation, saw Hilton make the right impact on behalf of the company (Bailey et al., 2014).
Behavioural theories move the concept from dispositional to the actual behaviour of the person. These theories distinguish leadership based on behaviour and interaction with subordinates and thus assert that leadership is a function of the interaction process, specifically, how a leader chooses to behave (Uslu, 2019). The two main classifications of behavioural leadership are task-oriented Leadership, which includes leadership that aims at the accomplishment of tasks, constructive achievement, and effectiveness. Task-oriented leaders make sure processes continue as planned and deliver on schedule. The second type is people-oriented leadership, where the focus is placed on the employees’ needs, engagement, and cooperation. These leaders must concentrate on emotional connections with human beings and the development of an acceptable organisational climate (Dóci et al., 2015). The behaviours shown by Horst Schulze are both task and people-oriented. He presented the rules of the Ritz Carlton, working on the Golden Rules, which he emphasised on service delivery and, at the same time, allowing the employees to act on their own. He was leading by adopting an organisational culture that focused on offering excellent customer service and, at the same time, was employee-friendly (Yaeger, 2022). This balance ensures that the Ritz-Carlton got high guest’ satisfaction and the morale of the employees.
Additionally, transformational leadership theory explains that the role of transformational leadership concerns the encouragement of higher levels of performance from the employees as well as the achievement of certain organisational goals. They design a vision, champion change, and encourage their subordinates (Steinmann et al., 2018). One notable example of this is Arne Sorenson, who was a key leader, especially when Marriott was growing and in the development of sustainable solutions. He was incomparable in his commitment towards diversity, innovation and social responsibility while motivating his employees (Gallo, 2024). That showed his positive approach to changing the culture of work to achieve a purpose that would make employees proud of their productivity.
Under servant leadership theory, managers place people's needs ahead of business gains. Robert Greenleaf first defined this leadership theory in the 1970s. The theory shows that when individuals grow, it helps the entire group succeed (Liden et al., 2008). This approach is in line with the hospitality industry since employee satisfaction is known to affect guests in the process. Danny Meyer, the founder of Shake Shack and the CEO of the Union Square Hospitality Group, is a perfect example of a servant leader because he focuses on his workers and customers. He introduced the ‘Hospitality Quotient’, meaning passion mixed with pure respect for the human spirit that enhances employee motivation and, ultimately, customer satisfaction (Resendes, 2023).
However, in the leadership styles, three main leadership types predominate regarding application within the hospitality industry, are autocratic, democratic and the last type which is Laissez-faire. Autocratic leaders are individuals who have the responsibility of making decisions themselves and without consulting employees, meaning solutions can, at times, be obtained rapidly at the same time, employee contribution would not be required. Democratic leaders encourage employees to be involved and to make decisions, hence higher levels of employee commitment but low speed of decision-making. Laissez-faire leaders provide people with a lot of freedom of decision-making but can be unstructured (Mullins & Dosser, 2013). All these styles have specific organisational consequences for teamwork and staff motivation.  
The democratic leadership style has been chosen to be explained in detail in this section. Under the democratic leadership model, team members take an active role in helping choose direction. Leaders who use this style support different ideas while creating equal communication and respect. When leadership includes employees in choices, they help build employee ownership and power in their work (Mullins, 2023).
Democratic leadership shows several advantages or strengths. One major strength is that it enhances morale among employees better than any other leadership style. Through delegation of powers and choices, democratic leaders ensure employees feel valued and, thus, are respected. This recognition increases the satisfaction, motivation, and organisational commitment of the employees (Boddy, 2017). In the case of hotels in which employees frequently interface with the customers, these attributes imply improved service delivery. Democratic leadership also brings effectiveness to teams as it allows the employees to have a say in what they think is the best for the group. Such an approach proves to be strategic in the facets of the hospitality industry that occasionally require the development of unique ways of handling guests’ issues and enhancing their satisfaction with the services offered (Armstrong, 2021). The other strength is the fact that the skills and confidence of the employees are enhanced by the firm. Evaluations and participation reveal that leaders who delegate roles in projects allow subordinates’ growth in proper careers. This is not only advantageous for the specific employees concerned but for the development of the firm’s capacity as well (Bloisi et al., 2007).
Many hospitality businesses show how well democratic leadership strategies work in practice. Through the Ritz-Carlton Hotel Company, leadership encourages employees to take action that benefits their guests. Under Ritz-Carlton's employee empowerment policy, team members can fix guest problems up to $2000 without asking for approval from managers. Organisations demonstrate democratic values by allowing their staff to solve problems according to business intentions with no need for direct oversight (Toporek, 2023). To practice democratic leadership, Marriott International follows its "people-first" approach. Staff involvement and feedback to the company's focus. They conduct surveys regularly to learn about team members' needs. Marriott's workplace participation system keeps employees happy, which maintains its outstanding customer service reputation (Wesley et al., 2024). At Four Seasons Hotels and Resorts, leadership prioritises working together by bringing everyone into the process. The company applies its Golden Rule business philosophy to both workforce and customer interactions. Through mutual respect and open communication, Four Seasons shows how democratic leadership creates great workplace environments that make teams work better (Pougnet, 2023). The examples show that democratic leadership in hotel management values innovation, increases employee motivation and leads to guest satisfaction. This leadership style has also been described by me during my hotel placement at Best Western Abbots Barton Hotel in Canterbury. I was declared the leader of my team, having seven junior personnel. I ran my team using democratic leadership by taking note of what my colleagues suggested and promoting team unity. I led busy shifts by asking my coworkers to share service improvement ideas so we worked better together. I split responsibilities evenly between team members to create good teamwork vibes. At team gatherings, I shared my ideas while also encouraging my staff members to contribute their thoughts. A democratic leadership style created better teamwork experiences and positive team spirit in our hospitality context.
On the other hand, one must realise that, like with every other leadership style, there are limitations that democratic leadership has. It remains unfortunate that it is characterised by slow processing time when making decisions. Concerning decision-making, it is important not to overemphasise group processes in a fast-moving industry such as hospitality, where timely decisions are key (Arshad et al., 2023). For instance, during rush hours in a hotel whereby various decisions require to be taken, such as taking orders from customers, a democratic approach may slow down the process, likely triggering a low-quality service. Another possible weakness that may be incurred with the involvement of the stakeholders is the ambiguity of roles. When leaders value team agreement during decision-making, employees may not understand their specific tasks and power levels. Team member uncertainty creates performance problems and clashes between employees. The approach of democratic leadership cannot work everywhere. During emergency events or intense pressure moments, including hotel evacuations, decisive and direct leadership becomes necessary. When urgent situations need decisive action, democratic leadership acts as a barrier instead of providing helpful advantages (Buchanan and Huczynski, 2007).
However, a leadership style can also enhance or hinder team effectiveness and employee morale.  The way leaders run their teams under a democratic model creates better results and happier employees across the hospitality sector. When leaders let employees help make decisions, they develop a deeper commitment to their work. By letting employees take part in decisions, their performance and collaboration within the team improve. For instance, when housekeeping staff at a hotel help each other choose work hours and tasks, this system builds better employee motivation and satisfaction. When teams make decisions together, they create more effective work processes and lower employee attrition rates (Huczynski and Buchanan, 2019). This was demonstrated by the study of Aytekin and Temizkan (2022), who found that when hotel staff worked in democratic leadership teams, they felt better about their work while also showing reduced opposition to updates. The staff involvement methods in decision-making helped create better teamwork and better results. Despite its benefits, democratic leadership can produce unfavourable results in certain situations. Employees in this work environment can feel negative emotions toward their leadership without proper use of this style. When teams spend too much time discussing small matters, their productivity and team morale decline. To bring out the best in democratic leadership, staff leaders must properly blend teamwork efforts with effective decision-making authority. Setting clear guidelines helps leaders keep participation from damaging teamwork and job satisfaction (Robins and Judge, 2017; Rollinson et al, 2008).
In conclusion, the approach of democratic leadership creates better teams for hotel employees and makes them work with greater morale. When employees trust their connections to each other, people work better, which boosts quality service and helps companies thrive. Despite its value, this leadership model faces obstacles. The reliance on both input from others and group agreement creates workflow issues when leaders fail to control the process. Hospitality leaders need to modify this management approach to fit a business environment that changes quickly and operates at a fast pace. The outcomes from democratic hotel leadership depend on how well leaders connect employee health to business targets. Democratic leaders build success through work teams when they focus on fair communication practices and support learning opportunities for all staff. Hotel cases like Ritz-Carlton, Marriott, and Four Seasons show democratic leadership delivers exceptional results, which other hospitality companies should follow.
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