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Different styles of management and leadership affect the employees’ behaviour and effectiveness in different organisations. In the hospitality industry, managers and leaders play critical roles in overseeing operations, motivating employees, and ensuring organisational success. Although managers ensure practical cooperation, leaders motivate teams and mould company culture. Different managerial approaches affect the morale, productivity, and decision-making of employees. Organisational factors such as structure and industry trends affect leadership effectiveness.  Vakira et al. (2023) show that team cohesion and performance are highly dependent on the style of leadership, and hence it is necessary to explore the effect of leadership styles in the hospitality context.
Leadership is a key driver of success in any organisation, and the hospitality sector is no different. In an industry known for high staff turnover, diverse teams, and the demand for outstanding customer service, strong leadership can greatly impact team performance and employee morale (Smith, 2020). Different leadership approaches—whether autocratic, democratic, or laissez-faire—are crucial in shaping workplace culture, employee satisfaction, and overall organisational outcomes (Jones and Brown, 2019). This essay examines how leadership styles influence team effectiveness and employee morale, specifically within hotel management, with a focus on the democratic leadership style.
The hospitality industry which encompasses hotels, restaurants, and tourism, depends significantly on teamwork and employee engagement to ensure exceptional customer experiences (Taylor, 2021). Various leadership styles play a direct role in influencing how teams operate, employees’ motivational level, and their ability to handle challenges effectively. (Williams, 2018). Amongst the leadership styles and approaches, democratic leadership is noteworthy for its emphasis on teamwork, inclusivity, and empowering employees (Green et al., 2022). The essay explores key leadership theories and styles, pointing on democratic leadership within hotel management. It examines its pros and cons, and its impact on employee morale and team effectiveness, using real-world examples and case studies from the hospitality industry to offer comprehensive understanding.

Multiple models and leadership theories present the structured frameworks for analysing how various leadership styles can impact organisational behaviour, employee morale and team effectiveness in the workplace. The most important model is Lewin’s Leadership Model, which sketches three main leadership styles: autocratic, democratic, and laissez-faire (Mullins, 2019). Autocratic leaders make decisions individually, enhancing effectiveness but possibly harming morale and creativity. Democratic leaders include team members in decision-making, fostering collaboration and job satisfaction. Laissez-faire leaders take a hands-off approach, empowering employees but possibly leading to a lack of direction. (Mullins & Dosser, 2013).
McGregor’s Theory X and Theory Y, present two contrasting views on employee motivation. Theory X assumes that employees are naturally unmotivated and need strict oversight, whereas Theory Y suggests that employees are inherently driven and perform best in environments that empowers them. (Boddy, 2024). In the hospitality industry, where teamwork and exceptional customer service are critical, Theory Y aligns well with the democratic leadership style, as it emphasises trust, inclusion, and active employee involvement. The Blake and Mouton Managerial Grid is especially relevant to the hospitality industry. This model assesses leadership styles based on two key dimensions: concern for production (task orientation) and concern for people (employee well-being). The most effective style, known as Team Management, strikes a balance between a strong focus on achieving goals and a high level of care for employees (Mullins, 2023). In hotel management, this approach ensures that operational objectives are met while fostering a supportive and positive work environment, which is essential for maintaining employee morale, team effectiveness and reducing turnover.
Other significant theories include Adair’s Action-Centred Leadership (ACL), which emphasises the importance of balancing task completion, team dynamics, and individual needs, and Transactional Leadership, which relies on rewards and punishments to drive employee performance (Adair, 2021; Robbins & Judge, 2017). While transactional leadership can be useful for achieving short-term objectives, it often falls short in building long-term employee engagement—a critical factor in the hospitality industry, where sustained motivation and teamwork are vital.
Leadership effectiveness in the hospitality industry is influenced by a variety of approaches, including traits, behaviours, and styles. Trait theory highlights that qualities such as confidence and adaptability are key to effective leadership (Northouse, 2022). Leadership behaviour, whether focused on tasks or people, plays a significant role in shaping team performance (Yukl, 2021). Additionally, different leadership styles, such as transformational and inspirational leadership, have a profound impact on employee motivation and innovation (Bass and Riggio, 2021). Transformational leaders excel at driving change by inspiring a shared vision and commitment, while inspirational leaders boost morale by creating strong emotional connections (Antonakis, 2021). Action-centred leadership, which emphasises balancing task completion, team unity, and individual needs, is particularly relevant in hospitality settings (Adair, 2021).
The aforementioned leadership theories like Lewin’s model, McGregor’s Theory X and Y, and the Blake and Mouton Managerial Grid offer valuable perspectives on how leadership styles affect team effectiveness and employee morale. Among these, the Team Management style—which equally prioritizes achieving goals and supporting employee well-being—is especially well-suited to the hospitality industry. In this sector, collaboration and employee satisfaction are critical for delivering outstanding customer experiences.
Democratic leadership brings several benefits to the hospitality industry, particularly in boosting employees’ morale and effectiveness. Research by Al-Ababneh (2013) highlights a strong link between democratic leadership and higher morale and job satisfaction among employees in five-star hotels. Employees feel encouraged when they are a part of decision-making process. This leads to enhanced motivation and commitment to their roles. This particular approach of participation fosters creativity among the team members because the employees are encouraged to share their approach and ideas towards a task or an issue on hand. This results in improved service quality. The staff at the frontline interacting with the guests more often than not have valuable insights and by making them the part of the decision-making, results in team effectiveness. Furthermore, democratic leadership style plays a vital role in trust building and it promotes effective communications within the departments of an organisation.  According to Demir (2022), when the employee participation is encouraged by the managers and their input is respected at the same time, it creates a culture of trust among the team members resulting in strengthening the teamwork, which indeed is extremely crucial in hospitality industry because of rendering high quality services demands seamless collaboration between the team members. The inclusive nature of democratic leadership often result in the well-being of the employees, which helps reduce stress levels and prevents them from the burnout. (Vakira et al., 2023). Nevertheless, this leadership style has its own challenges too. One substantial disadvantage is that the decision-making process becomes slow. And in today’s fast-paced corporate world, fast decision-making plays a pivotal role in the success of a company. The shared or collaborated nature of democratic leadership can result in a slowing down of the process, which potentially can have an impact on the operational efficiency. (Zhao et al., 2021). And also, not all the employees want to take part in this process, as some are inclined to stick to the guidance given to them by the managers. This can often result in frustration and disengagement among the reluctant employees. (Aytekin and Temizkan, 2022).
Another drawback of democratic leadership can be that at times it causes the clear line of authority designated to the members which results in creating confusions about their roles and responsibilities. In hospitality industry, where it is important to heave clarity about the roles and responsibilities, it hinders the efficiency in operations leading to weak team cohesion and effectiveness among the members. (Vakira et al., 2023). Managers must strike a balance between promoting the concept of participation and ensuring the operational efficiency at the same time. While this style of leadership can immensely improve employee morale, creativity and the trust among the team members, it is imperative that careful management approach be taken to mitigate the potential downsides, such as role ambiguity and slower decision-making. (Zhao et al., 2021).
Analysing the three styles of leadership makes it clear that autocratic leadership, branded by strict managerial control and centralized decision-making, can be effective in the situations that require quick decisions. But the lack of inclusivity can result in lack of engagement and low morale by the employees. Autocratic leadership style in action in the Four Seasons Hotel, a five-star brand approach referred as top to down. Managers makes most of the decisions and the employees follow the instructions precisely without being the part of the decision-making process. This approach can help the hotel maintain the consistency and the high standards across its worldwide locations. (Demir, 2022). However, on the other hand it can result in the disengagement of the employees that can be problematic in hospitality industry, where employee motivation directly impacts service quality. (Vakira et al., 2023).
As compared to the other two styles of leadership, laissez-faire leadership, that empowers employees a great deal in terms of decision-making and gives them the autonomy to deal with the situation at their own, is in practice in some luxury hotels.  For instance, the Burj Al Arab, another renowned five-star property, has adopted a more laissez-faire approach in certain departments. Employees, especially those in guest services, are encouraged to use their judgment to meet guest needs. While this can promote creativity and innovation, the lack of clear guidance can leave employees feeling unsupported or unsure about their roles, potentially leading to inconsistencies in service delivery (Emini, Ibraimi, and Rexhepi, 2023). And this style can also create operational inefficiencies due to the lack of supervision, directions and team cohesion. And on the other hand, the Ritz-Carlton Hotel Company demonstrates democratic leadership empowering the employees to take part in the decision-making and problem-solving process. This approach has proved to enhance the job satisfaction and overall employee morale. At Ritz-Carlton, employees are motivated and encouraged share their ideas, and the managers seek their feedback, ensuring that staff feels engaged and valued. (Aytekin and Temizkan, 2022). This strategy of inclusivity results in strong team dynamics, higher retention and far more consistent service quality which are the essential traits to achieve higher customer satisfaction and created opportunities for exceptional experiences for the guests. (Vakira et al., 2023). 
Comparing these three leadership styles would lead to the fact that democratic leadership emerges as the most appropriate and suitable in most of the situation in modern day hospitality sector.  Autocratic leadership can provide standardization and quick decision-making, it at times subdues creativity and reduces employee engagement. These two are particular detrimental in a service-oriented industry like hospitality. (Demir, 2022). Laissez-faire leadership, can be helpful in fostering innovation, it can lead to causing confusion and inconsistent service due to lack of direction. In contrast, democratic leadership promotes a two-way communication and collaborative environment that improves employee morale, encourages innovation, and guarantees that employees are actively involved in providing outstanding guest experiences (Aytekin and Temizkan, 2022).
While autocratic and laissez-faire leadership styles may be effective in specific scenarios, the democratic leadership approach is particularly well-suited to the modern hospitality industry. This style emphasises employee involvement in decision-making and promotes open communication, which helps create a positive work environment, enhances morale, and elevates service quality. These elements are essential in today’s highly competitive hospitality sector (Emini, Ibraimi, and Rexhepi, 2023). 
A prime example of democratic leadership in action is Craig Poole, who actively supports his employees and champion’s second chances. Poole leads by example, engaging directly with his team and fostering an inclusive workplace culture. His dedication to hiring individuals from marginalized backgrounds highlights his belief in everyone’s potential, creating an empowering and supportive atmosphere. This leadership style not only strengthens team morale but also instils a sense of belonging and purpose among employees. By valuing each team member’s input, Poole ensures that employees feel respected and motivated, embodying the core tenets of democratic leadership (Hospitality Daily, 2023).  Poole’s leadership style aligns with Blake and Mouton’s Managerial Grid, placing him in the Team Management quadrant, where he demonstrates a high concern for people (9) and a strong focus on results (7). His emphasis on employee well-being, inclusivity, and second chances reflects his deep care for individuals, while his commitment to business success ensures operational efficiency. This particular approach also echoes with Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, as Poole nurtures psychological well-being, belonging, and self-actualization by authorising disregarded employees and building a workplace where they can prosper. 
The Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service (ACAS) offers guidance on workplace relations, highlighting the roles of employers, managers, and individuals in promoting efficiency and effectiveness. Employers are responsible for creating a fair and productive work environment, managers drive organisational success through strategic decision-making, and individuals contribute by fulfilling their roles effectively. As Luthans (1988) notes, managerial effectiveness hinges on balancing task performance, communication, and motivation. Successful managers prioritize time management to ensure smooth operations and high performance.
Effectiveness in leadership can be measured through employee engagement, productivity, and customer satisfaction. Effective managers lead their teams by making timely decisions, maintaining morale, and balancing participation with autonomy. Adaptability, as Darwin’s theory suggests, is crucial—those who thrive are not necessarily the strongest but the most adaptable. (Twinkl, 2023). Democratic leaders excel by involving employees in decision-making, encouraging teamwork, and making autonomous decisions when needed. By adapting to challenges and prioritizing employee well-being, democratic leadership ensures both high morale and strong team effectiveness.
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