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Abstract
Hotel work unfolds in real time, and the atmosphere depends on how emplyees guide one another while tasks continue. Leadership shapes this atmosphere quietly, through tone, timing, and the way responsibility is shared across the shift. During the placement at Hilton London Croydon, these dynamics were visible in ordinary service moments, where democratic and transformational behaviours influenced confidence, coordination, and guest experience. The interactions did not feel theoretical. They were part of how the day moved.
Purpose
The placement spanned ten weeks in Front Office and Administration, which made it possible to watch decision-making take shape while work was ongoing. Delegation, reassurance, and recognition happened in the middle of service rather than in scheduled conversations. That was where empowerment felt real, and it is what prompted closer attention. The study follows those moments rather than abstract statements about leadership.
Aims and Objectives
The focus is on how leadership behaviour shaped empowerment in daily routines and how staff interpreted that experience.
The objectives were:
· To identify leadership behaviours used across Front Office, Housekeeping, and F&B.
· To understand empowerment as it appeared through autonomy, confidence, and acknowledgement.
· To consider how sustainability and inclusion commitments translated into everyday practice.
Approach
A qualitative single-case study was used, since leadership here was something lived rather than spoken about. The material came from participant observation, reflective daily logs, informal conversations during transitions, and internal documents relating to Hilton’s Travel with Purpose commitments. Themes were drawn together using Braun and Clarke’s approach, and any identifying details were removed to maintain ethical integrity. The intention was to observe without altering the environment, so the research remained largely invisible within the flow of work.
Findings in Brief
· Supervisors encouraged staff to speak, adjust tasks, and take responsibility during service, which supported steady confidence.
· Recognition carried emotional weight and motivated staff more deeply than formal sustainability messaging.
· Empowerment was present, but progression routes were rarely articulated, which left advancement feeling uncertain.
· Sustainability procedures were consistent in practice, though the personal meaning attached to them varied.
Implications
Leadership development that reinforces shared responsibility, combined with clearer progression pathways, may help stabilise confidence and retention. Embedding empowerment criteria into performance reviews could support consistency across departments. Connecting sustainability with recognition, rather than compliance, may also strengthen cultural ownership and support a workplace where service quality and well-being reinforce one another.












Chapter 1
Introduction 
Hotel service happens while everything is moving. Staff respond to guests, speak to each other, and adjust pace as pressure rises and settles again. Leadership shows up inside these small movements: a steady tone in a briefing, a quiet gesture of support after a difficult interaction, or someone stepping forward without being asked. It is carried in behaviour rather than declared in statements, and Hilton frames this as part of its service identity, tied to sustainability and inclusion under the Travel with Purpose 2030 strategy (Hilton, 2024). So leadership is not separate from daily work. It forms in how daily work is done.
The Local Working Environment
Hilton London Croydon serves business travellers, families, and group bookings in a competitive environment where impression shifts quickly. A single check-in conversation can shape how the entire stay is remembered. During the placement, many outcomes depended on small coordination decisions and subtle redistributions of effort rather than formal direction. These adjustments happened quietly, almost instinctively.
The workforce itself was varied in age and cultural background. Communication required patience and adaptation. Retention mattered due to sector-wide staffing shortages. Digital check-in reduced repetitive tasks, making the interpersonal and emotional side of service more visible. Sustainability commitments structured certain routines, though the emotional connection to these commitments differed from person to person.
To make this more concrete, the daily conditions looked like:
· Service pace shifting between quiet hours and sudden peaks.
· Staff stepping into each other’s roles when needed, often without instruction.
· Briefings acting as tone setters, not just information exchanges.
· Workloads adjusted through unspoken awareness rather than rigid scheduling.
· Sustainability tasks performed steadily, though sometimes as routine rather than identity.
These elements shaped how leadership was expressed. And they shaped how confidence formed across the team.
Purpose and Direction of the Report
The core interest is in how democratic and transformational leadership appeared inside ordinary work rather than in organisational statements. The placement made it possible to observe leadership as lived practice, where trust, timing, and shared judgement carried more weight than hierarchy.
In simple terms, the report follows this movement:
· Theory: how leadership connects to motivation, clarity, recognition, and guest experience.
· Method: how observing and reflecting during daily work reveals leadership in motion.
· Findings: how empowerment, recognition, and communication shaped workplace atmosphere.
· Recommendations: how these patterns could be strengthened through clearer progression pathways, shared empowerment frameworks, and deeper emotional grounding of CSR.
The overall value lies in seeing how organisational values become either real or distant depending on how they are carried, repeated, and recognised in everyday service. In practice, leadership sits in tone, rhythm, and the quiet decisions made between people while the work continues.

Chapter 2: Literature Review 
Service work in hotels depends on interaction, judgment, and emotional effort (Lee and Ok, 2015). Leadership shapes how these interactions unfold because it influences how staff understand their roles, how confident they feel, and how consistently they respond to guest needs (She et al., 2020). Much of the literature on hospitality leadership returns to this point, even when theories differ in emphasis. What follows looks at how democratic, transformational, and authentic leadership link to motivation, clarity, and guest experience, while keeping in mind how these processes appear in daily hotel operations.
2.1 Shifts in Leadership Thinking
Lately, attention has moved again towards leadership approaches that rely on communication and shared involvement (Kim and Brymer, 2011). Pawar and Bidkar (2024) describe democratic and transformational leadership as suitable for hospitality because both support empathy, flexibility, and responsiveness. These qualities matter most in environments where guest expectations shift from one moment to the next and where decisions cannot always wait for consultation. Older transactional approaches leaned heavily on supervision and adherence to procedure, but hotel service often requires judgement in real time. In these situations, leadership is carried in tone, trust, and the quiet way guidance is offered while the work continues. It becomes something felt, not only stated.
Hinkin and Tracey (1994) explored this earlier, linking transformational leadership to stronger satisfaction through shared purpose. When staff understand why a decision is made, they respond more naturally to it. Later, Baquero, Delgado, Escortell and Sapena (2020) connected this internal clarity to guest experience, showing how intellectual stimulation and steady communication shape service behaviour. The internal atmosphere behind the desk and in back rooms becomes visible in the way the guest interprets the service they receive. It moves outward.
Authentic leadership brings attention to consistency. Ayça (2019) found that predictable and fair behaviour reduces uncertainty, making it easier for staff to act decisively. Romawati, Supriadi and Setyadi (2022) observed that transformational leadership often influences performance indirectly by shaping job satisfaction first. Taken together, these studies highlight leadership built on involvement, clarity, and emotional steadiness. In everyday hotel work, this appears in how briefings are spoken rather than read, how listening happens during stressful . Small actions. Yet they set the tone.
2.2 Leadership and Motivation
Motivation in hotel work carries emotional weight because service is continuous and often personal. Some shifts feel balanced. Others feel stretched. Leadership plays into how that variation is felt across a team. Boyne (2012) links inspirational leadership to commitment by connecting routine tasks with a shared sense of purpose that workers can recognise in themselves. Kara, Uysal, Sirgy and Lee (2013) connect transformational leadership with reduced burnout and steadier well-being in roles that require ongoing emotional control. In practice, motivation tends to build from being backed, not pushed. The same task feels lighter when support is present.
Participation also shapes motivation. Al Ababneh (2013) connects satisfaction with the chance to act rather than only follow. Being consulted carries meaning on its own because it signals that judgement is trusted. Yet trust works only when it is steady. Valk and Yousif (2021) associate recognition with motivation when it appears consistently; irregular recognition causes motivation to shift with it. This is familiar in hotel teams, where atmosphere rises and falls quickly during peak service depending on tone and quiet reassurance. The emotional climate changes fast.
Zhang and Bartol (2010) link transformational leadership to creativity through intellectual stimulation and individual awareness. Staff speak more when they believe their contributions will lead somewhere. Stone, Deci and Ryan (2009) relate motivation to confidence, which strengthens when uncertainty decreases. In daily hotel work, this often shows in small moments. A short explanation in briefing can guide the first hour of the shift. A calm nod can prevent hesitation. And somehow, these small exchanges repeat across days. They reappear when handling a complaint, when reorganising a queue, or when someone hears, quietly, that they managed a situation well.
In reality, motivation forms in layers. One layer from recognition. One from being trusted. One from having enough clarity to act without fear. None of it is dramatic. Yet all of it shapes whether a team feels steady or stretched, and that difference becomes visible to guests long before anyone names it.
. Across these studies, motivation seems tied to autonomy, stable feedback, and emotional support. Financial incentives matter less than the sense of being trusted and valued. In real hotel settings, this becomes clear quite quickly.
2.3 Leadership and Operational Clarity
Clarity in hospitality develops from how decisions are shared and how responsibility is communicated. Checklists support basic structure, but clarity grows mostly from conversation and expectation-setting. Earlier conceptual work by Jha described delegation as a trust exchange, meaning that responsibility strengthens commitment when its boundaries are understood. Al Dhaheri (2024) emphasises the role of culturally sensitive communication in diverse hotel teams. Empowerment does not remove structure. Structure provides the confidence that allows autonomy.
Sung et al. (2019) compared transformational and transactional leadership and found that transformational leadership aligns departmental and individual goals through communication and shared meaning. Mrak and Kvasić (2021) noted that transparency in leadership improves satisfaction and performance, and Salem (2015) connected expectation clarity to reduced burnout. Confusion drains emotional energy in frontline environments. Clear, shared understanding preserves it.
Bhattacharya and Mishra (2025) argue that engagement mediates the relationship between leadership and performance, suggesting that clarity influences both morale and service quality. Wilson (2025) and Nwokorie and Onyeinoro (2014) show that leadership and HR processes interact to support consistency. In hotel practice, clarity often appears in the way a supervisor explains priorities during shift changeover or in how exceptions are handled. Autonomy works well when responsibility is known, even if it is expressed informally and adjusted day by day.
2.4 Leadership and Guest Satisfaction
Guest satisfaction tends to mirror whatever is happening behind the desk or in the service corridors. Gundersen, Heide and Olsson (1996) found that first contact relies on responsiveness and professionalism, and the placement experience aligns with that idea because the tone of the team often set the tone for the guest. When internal communication tightened or the team felt supported, responsiveness held even under pressure. When the atmosphere was tense, response time became slower. You could feel the difference in the room.
More recent work makes a similar connection but through leadership tone. Baquero et al. (2020) associate transformational and authentic leadership with higher guest evaluations because these styles encourage openness and adaptive service behaviours. Al-edenat (2018) links transformational leadership to service innovation, which means staff adjust how they speak, listen, or respond depending on context rather than following a fixed script. In hotel life, that flexibility matters. One script rarely fits every guest.
Kara et al. (2013) connect employee well-being to guest satisfaction, suggesting emotional steadiness among staff forms the base layer of consistent service. This rings true in real practice: when staff feel supported, gestures such as offering help, apologising, or listening happen with quiet confidence instead of being forced. Valk and Yousif (2021) point out that leadership slowly shapes climate over time, while Bissessar, (2014) links motivational leadership to stronger performance through shared purpose. The idea repeats across different perspectives: guest satisfaction traces back to internal empowerment and emotional conditions. And in real hotel life, it never feels more complicated than that, yet never quite as simple either.
2.5 Integrated View and Gap
Three strands kept appearing together in the literature and during the placement, even when they were discussed as separate themes. Democratic and transformational leadership approaches tended to support motivation because participation made daily work feel like something people shaped, not only followed (Al Ababneh, 2013; Zhang and Bartol, 2010; Kara et al., 2013). Authentic leadership brought a different kind of effect linked to steadiness, where expectations stayed consistent and clarity formed gradually through repetition rather than single announcements (Ayça, 2019; Mrak and Kvasić, 2021). Guest satisfaction then often mirrored the emotional tone inside the staff team, especially when empowerment and calm confidence were part of routine interactions (Baquero et al., 2020; Gundersen et al., 1996). None of these elements operated separately in real conditions. They overlapped quietly in the movement of work.
However, academic discussions usually separate them into categories: motivation in one section, clarity in another, guest experience somewhere else. The placement made this separation feel artificial. A short encouraging phrase during a briefing influenced how confidently staff responded to a request ten minutes later. A supervisor’s steady tone shaped how queues were handled when pressure rose. Guests reacted not only to procedure but to the emotional atmosphere created behind the desk. In real hotel life, it does not feel divided into theoretical parts. It feels continuous.
This opens the space to look more closely at democratic leadership as something lived rather than stated. Not the abstract principle, but the repetition of tone, openness, and shared judgement that shapes how people step forward. Confidence forms because responsibility is distributed rather than held tightly at the top. Clarity grows because expectations remain familiar day after day, not because they were explained once. And guest impressions tend to absorb the team’s emotional rhythm even when nobody speaks about it directly.
And somehow, this connection kept resurfacing throughout the placement, even when it was not spoken about directly.
The gap, then, rests in examining democratic leadership as a lived dynamic in continuous service environments, where meaning, confidence, and guest response develop together and not in separate theoretical streams.
This gap is not theoretical. It appears daily in the time between a request being made and a response being given. The space where the work actually happens.











Chapter 3 - Methodology
3.1 Introduction
Small moments carry leadership in hotels, and they surface in tone, timing, and support during pressure. Numbers alone struggle to hold these details because decisions are made inside the living rhythm of a shift, where context and emotion shape what happens next. For that reason, a qualitative case study was adopted so leadership could be observed as lived practice rather than reduced to distant indicators. The approach combined participant observation, reflective writing after shifts, informal conversations with colleagues, and a review of internal documents, which meant leadership could be read as practice and experience together, linked to routine work and interpersonal dynamics inside the hotel.
3.2 Research Design: Qualitative Case Study Approach
Context matters in hospitality, and the case study design fits work that depends on setting and flow. Yin (2018) describes case study inquiry as suited to examining real situations in their natural environment, which aligns with hotel operations where leadership emerges while service is underway. Danko (2015) and Kara et al. (2013) connect leadership with emotional conditions and workplace relationships that are not easily captured through surveys, so real-time observation became essential because it records how a request was phrased, how encouragement was given, and how a team adjusted when a queue formed.
Hilton London Croydon provided conditions where participative and inclusive behaviours could be seen during high-pressure periods. Evening check-ins offered repeated examples: supervisors encouraged calm, redistributed tasks, and supported front desk staff when Opera delayed payment confirmation. These operational details allowed leadership communication to be examined while service unfolded, which in turn made visible how confidence was negotiated across the team and how people relied on one another when the pace lifted.
Triangulation underpinned the design. Observational notes, reflective logs, informal staff comments, and corporate documents were compared directly, so patterns could be confirmed across sources rather than inferred from a single lens. The result was a layered view with stronger interpretive clarity, especially for behaviours shaped by atmosphere and tone.
3.3 Data Collection Methods
Participant Observation
There were moments during the ten weeks when understanding surfaced simply because the work did not stop to explain itself. The shifts moved quickly, with guests arriving, phones ringing, and colleagues adjusting to one another’s pace, and the sense of how leadership functioned came from being inside that movement rather than observing it as something separate. Most of the time was spent in Front Office, with some days alongside Housekeeping and Food and Beverage, and the different settings revealed how tone, timing, and small decisions carried more weight than formal instructions or stated policies.
On certain evenings, a single calm sentence from a supervisor eased an entire team into steadier rhythm, and this happened without being highlighted or emphasised as “leadership.” It appeared in how someone stepped closer to support a colleague, or how a task was reassigned quietly when pressure rose. These details affected whether staff worked with confidence or hesitation. They were not dramatic moments. They were subtle, but they shaped the atmosphere that guests later felt.
A long interaction at the front desk could either tighten the whole shift or soften it, depending on how guidance was offered in the moment. A short look, a nod, or a brief reassurance often mattered more than extended explanation. Confidence accumulated gradually rather than arriving all at once, building day by day through repetition, trust, and the memory of how similar situations were handled in the past. This meant paying attention meant staying within the flow of work, moving alongside others rather than stepping back to analyse from distance.
Reflection happened only once the pace settled. Notes were written after shifts, when the conversations and gestures of the day could be recalled with clarity. The intention was not to direct or influence what was happening. The work itself needed to remain natural, so the role stayed practical and collaborative rather than detached or evaluative. In practice, this meant listening more often than asking, allowing meaning to surface from what colleagues did and how they responded to one another while the shift continued.
Reflective Logs
Reflection helped to track change across days rather than seeing each shift as a separate moment. Kolb (1984) frames reflection as the process through which experience becomes insight, and this idea aligned with the slow accumulation of understanding during the placement. Writing soon after leaving the shift allowed small patterns to surface: when reassurance was sought before acting, how someone’s tone softened after receiving recognition, or how confidence became more stable with repetition rather than announcement. These entries gradually formed a sense of atmosphere that would not have been visible in a single observation.
Informal Staff Discussions
Conversations happened in passing: during transitions between front-desk coverage, while resetting stations, or while closing systems at night. They were ordinary exchanges, not interviews. Staff spoke openly because there was no sense of being evaluated. Comments about workload, encouragement, pride, frustration, or moments of relief revealed how leadership was experienced rather than simply how it looked from the outside. These conversations cannot be reproduced word for word, but they carried the emotional texture of the workplace and helped clarify how empowerment and support were understood among colleagues. Sometimes one sentence from a colleague made an entire pattern clearer. This still happens.
Document Review
Internal materials helped position daily practice within broader organisational direction. These included leadership development resources, sustainability and inclusion communication, and service standard guidance. They present empowerment and responsibility as shared values that should appear consistently in daily work. Placing these alongside observed behaviour made it possible to see where alignment felt natural and where it felt procedural. For example, front desk staff resolving guest recovery independently matched both the written guidance and the lived culture, while sustainability practices varied depending on personal connection and meaning.
3.4 Research Validity, Reliability and Researcher Positioning
Multiple sources strengthened internal validity because repeating patterns could be checked across observation, reflection, conversation, and documentation (Bans-Akutey and Tiimub, 2021). Reliability was supported by dated entries and consistent recording after shifts. Working within the hotel provided access to authentic interactions while also introducing the risk that personal involvement might colour interpretation. To contain this risk, reflections were completed after leaving the work setting, which created distance between experience and meaning-making and helped separate situational reactions from sustained patterns.
A brief balance sheet clarifies the stance. Strengths included ecological validity, since findings reflected leadership inside real working conditions. Weaknesses concerned limited generalisability beyond one property. Opportunities lay in capturing lived experience where relational and emotional details are visible. Risks involved the potential influence of the researcher’s presence and the time available to observe across departments.
3.5 Ethical Considerations
University of Wales Trinity Saint David requirements guided the project. Anonymity was maintained for staff and guests. No identifiable personal information was recorded. Participation in conversations remained voluntary, and operational processes were not disrupted for the sake of observation. Respect for colleagues and the guest environment remained central throughout.
3.6 Conclusion
The qualitative case study approach made it possible to examine leadership as part of everyday hotel life, where roles, expectations, and emotional conditions interact continuously. By combining observation, reflection, informal conversation, and document review, the method connected organisational intention with lived practice and showed how leadership shaped motivation, operational clarity, and guest experience. In effect, leadership could be seen not only as formal structure but as a shared rhythm formed through daily work.
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Chapter 4: Findings 
4.1 Introduction
Across the ten weeks, leadership appeared through patterns of tone, shared effort, and confidence-building more than through formal instructions. The material here comes from observing daily interactions at the desk and in back areas, writing reflective logs after shifts, and listening to staff during quiet transition moments. Using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic approach helped group these moments into recurring threads that linked leadership with empowerment, communication, and how teams worked under pressure. Four areas stood out most clearly: differences across departments, how empowerment was encouraged, how corporate programmes were understood, and how gender inclusion and development opportunities were experienced.
4.2 Leadership Styles Observed Across Departments
Front Office
Participation and collective reasoning shaped the Front Office rhythm. Briefings were usually short, and the supervisor routinely asked the team how they wanted to manage certain arrivals or handle expected busy periods. Staff contributed suggestions about queue flow, upselling phrasing, or how to divide tasks. This aligns with Raub and Robert (2012), who link empowerment to stronger employee voice and commitment. Madaan and Sharma (2024) connect valued judgement with stronger motivation because work then feels shaped from within, not only followed.
Peak time felt different. During the 17:45–19:00 window, Opera sometimes paused at payment confirmation, queues lengthened, and faces tightened. Supervisors often repeated “Just keep it calm” while scanning both queue and screen. Reflective logs recorded that tone mattered more than any checklist here. When the supervisor trusted staff to reorganise arrivals or switch roles without waiting, confidence rose across the desk. Yang, Jiang and Cheng (2022) connect recognition with a stronger sense of competence, and it could be seen in how colleagues stepped in for one another instantly, often without a word.
Public acknowledgement sustained this confidence. A demanding recovery handled well was mentioned at the next briefing in a calm, simple sentence. This reflects Anno (2025), who connects encouragement with sustained empowerment. Questions were welcomed. Adjustments were allowed. Responsibility felt shared rather than imposed.
Food and Beverage (F&B)
Tone shifted with demand. During peak meal periods or events, instructions were brief and precise to protect pace and prevent confusion; in quieter moments, conversation returned and staff could propose layout tweaks, small menu adjustments, or quicker plate-running routes. Boyne (2012) presents effective leadership as context-responsive, and this movement was visible across almost every service cycle.
Boundaries also mattered. Wall, Wood and Leach (2004) indicate that empowerment works best when limits are understood. During side-station resets, staff said they valued decision space in calm times while relying on clear direction in intense service. Hasanein and Elrayah (2025) connect transformational leadership with psychological empowerment when reasoning travels with instruction. That link appeared whenever supervisors explained why a change was needed, not only that it was needed.
Housekeeping and Maintenance
Trust-based task allocation defined the pace. Room order, priorities for early arrivals, and maintenance responses were decided through quick exchanges grounded in familiarity and awareness of each other’s rhythm. Coordination was strong and teamwork felt natural. Du Plessis et al. (2020) and Gilbert et al. (2017) connect this pattern with transformational leadership’s focus on autonomy, confidence, and internalised standards.
Large turnovers brought a different test. After events, cross-department communication occasionally slowed. Gheeraw, Flory and Ivanova (2020) frame service leadership as a balance between immediate response and preventing repeated strain, and the observation here pointed in that direction: trust functioned well, yet sharper cross-department tools would help stop small delays turning into stress points.
Mini SWOT: Leadership Culture
	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	Shared decision-making, emotional support, autonomy in frontline decisions
	Communication gaps during high-pressure interdepartmental transitions



	Opportunities
	Threats

	Harmonising empowerment practices through leadership training
	Operational stress risking a return to overly directive management


The overall leadership culture felt supportive and human, but its consistency varied.
4.3 Staff Empowerment and Employee Voice
Decisions were made in the flow of ordinary work, often without waiting for approval, which meant empowerment could be seen at the desk and on the floor because judgement travelled with the task and confidence rose when people were trusted to act. At the front desk, late check-outs followed a quick reading of occupancy and guest situation rather than automatic escalation; in the bar, recommendations shifted with guest tone, preference, and atmosphere. Raub, Fernandez and Vitalis (2023) associate this kind of decision freedom with trust-based leadership; also, Men and Staks (2013) state that responsibility is shared because confidence exists on both sides.
Over time, confidence thickened. Reflective logs captured how Housekeeping attendants adjusted cleaning sequences when necessary, as long as standards were still met and timing stayed smooth, which signalled that autonomy and discipline could sit together without friction. Hempele, Zhang and Han (2012) state that empowerment grows from shared values more than supervision, and the pattern matched what was visible on shift because standards were well known while the route to meeting them could change with the moment. In practice, judgement mattered as much as instruction.
Voice travelled through short briefings and quick exchanges between shifts, not only through formal tools, and ideas surfaced in side-office corners or along the back corridor where small decisions formed quietly and then carried forward into service. Feedback boards and anonymous surveys existed, yet they were used less often, which meant most contributions arrived in passing and were acted on fast. Hede (1999) observes that empowerment appears through reciprocal trust, and the language people used reflected that reality because staff described empowerment as “being trusted” rather than extra work, a phrase that returned often and settled into the team’s rhythm.
Links to well-being were also present. Hasanein and Elrayah (2025) link psychological empowerment to well-being, while Madaan and Sharma (2024) show that empowerment strengthens emotional investment, and both threads matched the everyday signals that followed a resolved problem: a quiet smile after a complaint went right, a calm nod during a debrief, a steadier pace in the next hour. Small moments, repeated often, carried weight. Still, it keeps coming up that this confidence seems to build in layers rather than through announcements, which in a way explains why initiative held its shape across busy periods and did not fade once pressure passed.
Mini PESTLE: External Pressures
· Political: Inclusion and equality requirements support participative leadership.
· Economic: Labour shortages increase reliance on initiative.
· Social: Staff expect involvement rather than passive instruction.
· Technological: PMS instability required immediate judgement during guest service.
· Legal: Equality principles guide recognition.
· Environmental: Sustainability policies require staff participation.
Empowerment felt less like a corporate choice and more like a necessary response to the real conditions of the hotel.
4.4 Corporate Programmes: CSR, Sustainability and Recognition
Some days, sustainability felt woven into the hotel’s character. Other days, it blended into routine. Housekeeping showed this most clearly. Linen-reduction and biodegradable amenities continued steadily, aligning with the We Care practices discussed by Bohdanowicz, Zientara and Novotna (2011). The work happened quietly, without display. Yet the emotional connection differed. Certain colleagues linked these actions to personal values. Others completed them because they were required. Matteucci (2020) connects lasting cultural impact to when CSR is felt rather than followed, and this contrast appeared in everyday talk, even unspoken.
Recognition moved differently. The Esprit scheme and appreciation moments carried a small but real warmth. Noonan and Rankin (2017) relate recognition to commitment when responsibility is shared, and that atmosphere matched. Quiet acknowledgements stayed with people longer than announcements or dashboard reminders, which often faded into background rhythm.

4.5 Inclusive Leadership and Progression
Across departments, supervisors invited participation and kept communication open in everyday decisions. Staff frequently described being listened to, whether in pre-shift briefings or in quick side-office exchanges. Li and Albdwy (2025) and Marinakou (2012) associate such behaviours with inclusive leadership that builds trust and reduces conflict, and the working tone reflected that association: respectful, steady, and practical. Participation felt expected rather than exceptional, which helped teams stay composed when the pace lifted.
Pathways upward were less clear. Several employees felt that moving forward depended on being noticed at the right moment, and confidence in how opportunities were distributed was uneven. Segovia-Pérez et al. (2019) describe how informal perceptions can shape advancement even when formal intentions are supportive, and that description fitted the local picture. Collaboration and confidence were present; the route to higher roles sometimes was not, leaving room for hesitation.
A firmer structure would help without bending the culture out of shape. Transparent mentoring, clear progression maps, and simple guidance on competencies could align aspiration, capability, and opportunity, while keeping the relational strength of the current environment intact.
The foundations for inclusive leadership were present. The structure that supports long-term growth simply needs to become more visible.
4.6 Summary of Findings
Leadership across Hilton London Croydon leaned toward democratic and transformational behaviours, supporting empowerment and communication. Empowerment shaped motivation and initiative. CSR practices were active but unevenly internalised. Inclusive leadership was present but progression systems lacked clarity. Overall, leadership appeared human, relational, and practised through tone, trust, and everyday cooperation.
Chapter 5: Discussion
5.1 Introduction
What follows looks at the placement findings through the lens of democratic, transformational, and inclusive leadership, with the aim of testing how well established ideas explain what was seen on the ground. The task here is interpretation, not repetition, so the focus stays on links, tensions, and limits across four areas: empowerment and daily leadership behaviour, CSR as culture in action, inclusion and leadership diversity, and the clarity created between departments. In practice, the analysis points to how democratic and transformational leadership shape motivation, operational precision, and guest experience inside a branded hotel environment.
5.2 Leadership and Employee Empowerment
Participation did more than lift mood; it removed hesitation under pressure and clarified who should act first. Front Office staff proposed adjustments to check-in flow and the wording used for upselling, and workable ideas were adopted quickly, which aligns with the view that motivational leadership builds shared understanding and strengthens focus on common goals (Boyne, 2012). In practice, involvement produced alignment, and peak-hour action became more confident because people knew what they were trying to achieve together.
Voice appeared through small, authorised decisions that did not need escalation. Empowering leadership links directly to employee voice and commitment (Raub and Robert, 2012), and this was visible in guest recovery where staff changed sequencing or offered small gestures inside clear limits. Proactive behaviour grows once contribution feels meaningful (Madaan and Sharma, 2024), so initiative looked normal rather than risky.
Recognition gave autonomy an emotional anchor. Good judgement was highlighted in open briefings, which made initiative feel expected. Recognition connects to motivation (Ajmal, Rahat and Islam, 2024), and empowerment gains strength through emotional reinforcement (Conger, 2017). The same line held here. Praise after effort worked as confirmation that decision space was real, so people stepped forward earlier.
Standards still mattered. Housekeeping showed that autonomy works cleanly when boundaries are clear. Motivation rises when expectations are understood (Tahmaz and Özer, 2020), and empowerment holds when leadership maintains flexible but firm limits (Islam et al., 2025). F&B offered a simple example. Decision freedom widened during quiet service and became more directive during events. The alternation protected empowerment because expectations stayed legible.
Innovation took the form of small, repeated improvements. Inclusive leadership is linked with sensitivity to diversity and with steady, practical change (Lee and Shin, 2025). Reordering tasks, tidying queue communication, and simplifying handovers changed performance at the margin. Many reports mention the same thing. Small improvements, carried through shifts, built confidence. Still, it keeps coming up that empowerment works best when recognition, boundaries, and dialogue reinforce one another.
5.3 Corporate Social Responsibility and Organisational Culture
CSR procedures were active and visible, although meaning varied across teams. Linen reduction and waste controls matched We Care! and Travel with Purpose routines outlined for the brand (Bohdanowicz, Zientara and Novotna, 2011). Yet several employees described these actions as tasks to complete rather than shared values. CSR can drift toward compliance without emotional commitment (Banerjee, 2008), and brand-level impact depends on internalisation, not only performance against a checklist (Matteucci, 2020). The placement material reflected that pattern closely.
Recognition changed the feel of CSR. Esprit, appreciation events, and simple public thanks made environmental actions feel personal. Belonging grows when recognition sits beside ethical leadership and well-being (Noonan and Rankin, 2017). That link was clear. Once supervisors connected eco-actions with team pride and guest care, the message carried further.
CSR also worked as a leadership device in service conversations. Eco-stay options at check-in were framed as part of confident guest care. Creativity around CSR increases when inclusive leadership mediates the process (Shao et al., 2022), and that mediation was visible when teams tried more relational language on linen reuse. Broader representation strengthens CSR through empathy with stakeholders (Song, Yeon and Lin, 2024), which points to a simple implication. More diverse voices in leadership would likely lift the chance that sustainability feels shared, not distant.
So the cultural rule is plain. Keep the procedures, and attach them to reasons that matter to people. The practical work sits in that connection.
5.4 Inclusive Leadership and Workforce Diversity
Inclusion appeared embedded in everyday leadership rather than presented as a separate initiative. Supervisors listened first, shared information, and asked for views during task allocation. Vassou, Theocharous and Zopiatis (2024) link inclusive practice to cohesion and productivity, while Iverson (2000) emphasises transparent communication for effective diversity management. The observations matched both points, since team tone felt calmer when expectations were explained and questions were welcomed.
Representation at senior levels looked narrower than in operational roles. Li and Albdwy (2025) describe how relational strengths such as communication and collaboration may be undervalued in promotion decisions, even though these strengths stabilise teams. The placement record did not show overt barriers, yet informal path dependence seemed present, in the sense that advancement sometimes depended on being visible to senior leaders. Elkhwesky, Salem and Barakat (2019) warn that diversity policies need mentoring and monitoring to convert into practice; that warning fits the local picture.
Hilton’s brand-level systems communicate a strong commitment to diversity, and Ndaire (2009) notes how such positioning aims to reduce bias and widen access to growth. The lived detail matters here. Several employees were unsure how to make a plan for progression, which meant that intent and pathway were slightly out of step. Gerged, Tran and Beddewela (2023) also show that diverse decision-making supports sustainability behaviours, and this surfaced when staff tested alternative wording to encourage linen reuse. Inclusion, in other words, produced ethical and operational benefits together, which made its case stronger.
The practical implication is familiar yet useful. Stronger mentoring, plus clearer progression maps, would make the inclusive culture more visible in leadership pipelines and not only in team practice.
5.5 Interdepartmental Dynamics and Operational Clarity
Clarity settled across days through briefings, careful handovers, and simple language about who could decide what. Communication-based HR practices sit close to Hilton’s service performance (Maxwell and Lyle, 2002), and the placement material aligned with that view because plain delegation allowed empowerment to run without friction. People moved faster once the edges of a role were understood.
Fragility still appeared at busy times. Empowerment holds when expectations are understood (Fathy, 2023; Bello, Y.O. and Bello, M.B., 2017). A small unclear phrase at the desk could stretch across an evening. A short clarification could stop a queue forming. Small details shaped tempo, and tempo shaped atmosphere. Guests noticed the difference.
Coordination between Housekeeping and F&B during event turnovers showed the pressure points. Competing priorities, noise, movement. Leadership diversity and digital integration can support cross-department clarity (Aly, 2024). Local practice leaned on walkie-talkies and spoken updates; a shared visual layer would provide an anchor that stays visible when sound levels rise.
Clarity, connection, credibility, and consistency form a workable frame for leadership in service settings (Lather, Jain and Jain, 2016). The Croydon pattern followed that frame. When phrasing stayed steady, autonomy held and response time improved. When messaging shifted, teams paused, and the pause became delay. So in the end, empowerment did not replace structure. It rested on it, quietly, and both together kept the rhythm of service coherent.

5.6 Theoretical Implications and Practical Insights
The evidence supports the central claim that democratic and transformational leadership improve motivation, empowerment, and service outcomes in hospitality settings. It also adds a useful refinement to theory because it shows empowerment operating best when three anchors are present at the same time: clear boundaries, reliable recognition, and culturally resonant CSR cues. Lee and Shin (2025) and Shao et al. (2022) connect inclusive leadership with creativity and CSR engagement; the local case shows how these links look in routine operations, where inclusive tones encouraged staff to test small improvements and to join sustainability tasks more willingly.
There is an integrative point worth stating plainly. Empowerment influenced motivation, and it also touched CSR participation and inclusion results because it gave people space to speak, to try, and to be seen. The mechanisms overlapped, which in a way explained why democratic leadership carried beyond morale into service reliability and guest response. The brand framework set the direction, and the day-to-day leadership behaviours turned that direction into practice.
Practical steps appear straightforward:
· Formalise empowerment expectations across departments so decision limits are clear and consistent.
· Expand mentoring and networking for women seeking senior roles so progression is supported by structure as well as goodwill.
· Link CSR to personal meaning through recognition and small stories of impact, not only dashboards and targets.
These suggestions echo Banerjee (2008) and Matteucci (2020), who argue for CSR integration through emotional engagement and not only top-down messaging.
5.7 Limitations and Future Research
The scope covered a single Hilton property, which narrows generalisability across brands, geographies, and ownership models. Data relied on observation and reflective logs, which introduces subjectivity due to proximity to the work. The strengths are the immediacy and detail; the trade-off is interpretive bias.
Future studies could combine methods across multiple sites and include structured interviews or surveys to triangulate perceptions. It would also be useful to examine how ownership structure, cultural context, and technology adoption shift the balance between directive and participative leadership in similar properties.
5.8 Conclusion
Democratic and transformational leadership at Hilton London Croydon fostered empowerment, internal motivation, and clear role boundaries, which together supported responsive service. CSR and gender-inclusive leadership strengthened culture when tied to recognition and real opportunities to advance. Across themes, the signal stayed consistent: effective leadership in hotels grows from inclusion, trust, and communication, and not from authority alone. In practice, that combination held the team together when demand spiked and allowed service to feel calm under pressure, which is the point guests tend to remember.
Chapter 6: 
6.1. Conclusion and Recommendations
Some patterns became impossible to ignore across the ten weeks, even when the pace changed or the setting shifted. Leadership often appeared in how people responded to one another, not in formal instruction. The atmosphere in Hilton London Croydon leaned toward a democratic style with quiet transformational undercurrents, visible in how staff shared decisions, how support was offered during pressure, and how recognition was woven into ordinary conversation.  There was a sense that responsibility moved through the team rather than down a strict line of command. This aligns with the connection Raub, Fernandez and Vitalis (2023) describe between empowerment and psychological well-being in hospitality practice, and the working environment reflected that link more than once.
CSR worked on two levels at the same time. Sustainability practices linked to Travel with Purpose and We Care! Were consistently present in daily routines. And yet, some colleagues treated these steps as tasks to complete, while others connected them to personal care and identity. Matteucci (2020) places the cultural power of CSR in whether people recognise themselves inside it, and that distinction surfaced during the placement. Recognition, however, travelled differently. Appreciation Week and simple acknowledgements during briefings carried emotional weight because they felt sincere and close to the work at hand. A remark made at the right time seemed to linger longer than posters or dashboards. Meaning held when people felt seen.
Gender representation followed a similar layered shape. Women were visible and confident in operational leadership, especially at Front Office. Higher up, the pathway appeared less defined. Marinakou (2012) describes this as a familiar pattern across hospitality, where skill and influence are present but progression remains shaped by informal dynamics. The environment at Croydon echoed that pattern. Collaboration and competence were strong; clarity on advancement was more fragile.
Interdepartmental clarity mattered for guest experience because coordination carried the service from one team to another. Cross-department briefings, explicit delegation, and consistent language reduced friction during busy periods. This reflects Maxwell and Lyle’s (2002) view that service quality depends on aligning human resource practices with strategic aims so that communication, recognition, and performance reinforce each other.
Taken together, Hilton London Croydon presents a people-centred model with strong democratic and transformational elements. The opportunity now is to make empowerment more consistent across teams, embed CSR as a lived value rather than a checklist, and strengthen gender-inclusive progression at managerial levels.
6.2. Recommendations
The following actions are grounded in the placement findings and aligned with the cited research. Each item aims to be practical for a branded hotel operation and to reinforce leadership behaviours that already work well.
1) Strengthen Leadership Development through Targeted Training
· Leadership capability was strong yet uneven across some middle management layers. Kruja, Ha, Drishti, and Oelfke (2016) note that empowerment requires a cultural shift where trust-based supervision is internalised, not only delegated.
· Coaching skills that prompt staff thinking through questions rather than instructions.
· Conflict resolution and empathy modules aligned with Wang (2025), who identifies empathy as a service quality driver.
· Scenario-based workshops linked to the Esprit framework so empowerment behaviours appear in appraisal metrics.
· Expected effect: steadier tone across teams, tighter cross-department collaboration, and higher engagement that shows in guest interactions.
2) Deepen Empowerment through Structured Autonomy Frameworks
· Empowerment was present but varied by department. Moving from informal habits to clear guidance will reduce hesitation.
· Create an Empowerment Charter that lists frontline decisions handled without escalation, with emphasis on service recovery.
· Integrate empowerment outcomes into the Balanced Scorecard, so results are visible alongside financial KPIs, which follows Huckestein and Duboff (1999) and supports Boyne’s (2012) emphasis on clarity of authority.
· Expected effect: faster decisions, transparent limits, and a reinforced cycle of trust and performance.
3) Embed CSR and Sustainability into Everyday Leadership Practice
· CSR actions were routine but often felt distant as identity. Bohdanowicz, Zientara, and Novotna (2011) show that We Care! works best when staff see environmental care as part of who they are at work.
· Include CSR orientation in all departmental inductions.
· Nominate Green Champions per department to translate targets into small, visible practices.
· Tie micro-KPIs on waste or energy to appraisals.
· This supports Matteucci (2020) by shifting CSR from policy to brand personality and links Travel with Purpose 2030 to daily service quality.
4) Establish a Mentorship and Inclusive Leadership Growth Framework
· Supervisory talent was evident, yet development routes were not always clear. Dashper (2020) associates structured mentoring with engagement and retention; Marinakou (2012) connects participative cultures with better morale and service.
· Career-mapping workshops led by department heads that clarify steps and competencies.
· Cross-department mentoring pairs to build breadth and confidence.
· Flexible scheduling so staff with personal commitments can attend training.
· Routine recognition of inclusive behaviours in briefings or internal newsletters.
· Expected effect: fair access to growth, stronger pipelines, and visible reinforcement of democratic values.
5) Introduce a Cross-Departmental “Operational Clarity Forum”
· Event turnovers exposed occasional gaps between Housekeeping and F&B. Hussain and Khan (2020) recommend TQM-style integration that brings teams together around shared problems; Maxwell and Lyle (2002) underline the value of HR–strategy alignment.
· Monthly forum for supervisors and key staff to review communication gaps, share recovery lessons, and align for upcoming events.
· Short minutes with two to three action items per department to keep momentum.
· Expected effect: fewer reactive fixes and more preventive coordination.
6) Institutionalise Continuous Feedback and Recognition Systems
· Recognition existed but was episodic. Consistent, small-scale feedback loops help sustain empowerment.
· A light digital recognition board in the staff portal that highlights daily wins.
· Peer nominations for teamwork that can be read aloud at briefings.
· Monthly leadership “spotlight” with short empowerment case notes.
· This follows Huckestein and Duboff (1999) on performance visibility and Ro and Chen (2011) on the link between empowerment, recognition, and sustained motivation.
7) Prioritise Empathy and Service Responsiveness in Leadership Coaching
· Wang (2025) identifies empathy and responsiveness as high-impact drivers for guest satisfaction. Placement evidence showed that calm tone and listening often resolved problems faster than strict procedure.
· Role-play and short scenario drills focused on emotional regulation, active listening, and situational judgement.
· Quick reflection sheets after real service recovery to capture what worked and why.
· Expected effect: faster, kinder resolutions and a more consistent guest impression of care.
8) Create a Leadership Succession and Mentoring Pipeline
· Long-term stability depends on planned growth. Ingale (2024) and Boyne (2012)  support early leadership education and experiential learning.
· Identify promising staff for structured mentoring and staged responsibility.
· Partner with hospitality schools and internal HR to create a small cohort pipeline with clear milestones.
· Expected effect: continuity, higher retention, and a clearer sense of fairness in opportunity.
6.3 Final Reflection
Hilton London Croydon already shows many of the qualities described in hospitality leadership research: empowerment, inclusion, and ethical intent expressed through CSR. To hold that standard under pressure, leadership practice needs to move from good habits to embedded systems, so empowerment is not only allowed but expected, so CSR is felt as identity rather than task, and so gender equality is advanced through visible routes, not assumed.
The practical message is simple and demanding at once. People-first leadership remains the foundation for operational excellence because service quality begins with how staff feel, how clearly they understand their space to act, and how much they trust the tone set above them. Bohdanowicz et al. (2011) show that the best-performing hotel groups combine empowerment with environmental and social accountability, which is exactly where the property can continue to grow.
Hilton Croydon stands as a working example of how democratic and transformational leadership keep service calm during busy periods while making space for staff to act with judgement. With mentoring, recognition, and structured autonomy in place, the hotel can serve as a practical blueprint for a hospitality future that values trust, empathy, and shared purpose as real measures of performance.
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