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Research indicates that disengaged employees are 18% more likely to make mistakes, potentially costs organisations up to 34% of annual operating costs, while also missing 25% more days of work and experiencing 62% more accidents than engaged peers (EHL Graduate School, 2024). It highlights how significantly leadership styles can affect employee engagement, work ethic, and team performance. Creating a positive and encouraging leadership environment can help reduce errors and boost employee satisfaction, which is important in the hospitality industry, as noted by Dawson et al. (2023). This essay will explore McGregor's Theory X and Theory Y while considering different leadership styles, particularly transactional and transformational methods. It will explore how these styles influence teamwork, motivation, and performance in the hospitality sector. Through case studies and real-world examples, it will demonstrate how these leadership styles can be effectively implemented in the hotel industry, as well as the impact on team dynamics and employee morale. Lastly, the essay will address the restriction and potential benefits associated with these various theories and styles. Understanding the influence of different leadership methods is key for leaders and managers to inspire teams and enhance overall effectiveness (Bwalya, 2023).
McGregor's Theory X and Theory Y offer important way to understand the relationship between managers and employees (Mullins, 2019, p. 386). According to Theory X, managers lead authoritatively, viewing employees as lacking motivation and relying on external rewards for motivation, which limits teamwork, creates one-way communication, and handles conflicts from a position of power, thereby generating tension (Mullins, 2019, p. 386). The strict hierarchy in the theory can obstruct problem-solving and innovation, essential for meeting changing customer demands in the hospitality industry (Marinotti & Johnston, 2024). Such an approach can led to micromanagement, reducing employee autonomy and creating distrust between managers and staff. However, clearly defined roles, procedures, and processes can enhance efficiency, especially in fast food environments where standardised processes help ensure consistency and compliance with hygiene standards (Galani & Galanakis, 2022). In contrast to Theory X, Theory Y assumes that employees are fundamentally motivated and capable of finding work satisfaction and that individuals are willing to take responsibility for actions and contribute to achieving the organisation's objectives (Mullins, 2019, p. 387). The approach fosters collaboration, characterised by open communication, where employees are proactive with a shared commitment to achieving goals. Conflicts are handled constructively through dialogue and by finding common solutions, which helps reduce workplace tension. Despite its advantages, Theory Y may not be appropriate for every employee or work environment. For instance, if the hotel allows staff control over work schedules, but the staff lacks effective time management skills, service interruptions and decreased guest satisfaction can result. Furthermore, a risk exists that certain employees may lack the necessary level of responsibility, potentially leading to decreased motivation and unclear objectives (Nguyen, Nguyen & Nguyen, 2023). Theory Y is most effective in organisations where employees are actively engaged and committed to shared goals.
Regarding the practical application of these theories, Gordon Ramsay's leadership style in gastronomy and Isadore Sharp's in the hotel industry exemplify how Theory X and Theory Y can be implemented in real-world settings. Gordon Ramsay's leadership style is a prime example of the practical application of Theory X in the hospitality industry. A strict hierarchy manages the kitchen, where staff must follow instructions precisely and are not permitted to make independent decisions. Mistakes lead to serious consequences, and the chef publicly criticises the team (Balwant, 2021). According to one winner of 'Hell's Kitchen,' Ramsay has a standing for being intolerant of failures that could harm the restaurant's reputation (Riddle, 2021). Although there is disagreement regarding the leadership approach, success is clear, suggesting that a demanding style can generate positive results. Gordon Ramsay's career illustrates that Theory X can be effectively applied in hospitality, but moderation and adaptability to employee personalities are crucial. While Ramsay's personality reflects the resolve and dominance associated with the characteristics of Theory X, Isadore Sharp, the founder of Four Seasons Hotels and Resorts, reflects a more reserved and empathetic leadership style. This approach perfectly demonstrates the core values of Theory Y. A people-centred strategy guides the commitment to building and maintaining strong employee relationships, based on the belief that a company's success relies on these connections. According to Sherry (2021), encouraging staff creativity and innovation is essential, as a hotel's true worth lies in its people. The foundation of Four Seasons' corporate culture is the Golden Rule, which emphasises mutual respect and trust. Such a philosophy is expressed in treating everyone with respect and kindness. By empowering employees to continuously improve guest satisfaction and take initiative, leaders enhance team creativity and efficiency and directly improve service quality (Chiang, Han, & C. McConville, 2020). Through encouraging a culture of employee satisfaction, the Four Seasons has established an exceptional reputation and earned the loyalty of its guests. In contrast to Ramsay's authoritarian approach, Sharp's leadership creates a collaborative and supportive environment that values and empowers employees. The contrast between Ramsay's and Sharp's leadership styles highlights the diverse applications of Theory X and Theory Y in the hospitality industry. In addition to these examples, the Marriott hotel chain serves as a compelling case study in the effective integration of diverse theoretical approaches. In Asia, where hierarchical structures are stronger, Marriott tends to use Theory X, while in Western countries, they apply Theory Y, giving employees more autonomy (Qadri, Ahsan & Hashmi, 2016). By blending leadership approaches to effectively manage a culturally diverse workforce, Marriott demonstrates how this strategy can cater to the diverse needs of various work environments. Recognising the strengths and limitations of both theories, leaders should adapt approaches to the individual needs of employees and the specific characteristics of the work environment (Channell, 2021). Overall, McGregor's Theory X and Theory Y provide a framework for understanding both transformational and transactional leadership, while also illuminating the fundamental concepts underlying leadership theories. This leadership style fosters loyalty and enthusiasm by articulating a clear and compelling vision for the future. Leaders offer guidance and support, motivating employees to stay focused and work together effectively to reach common goals (Mullins, 2019, p. 350). The advantages of this leadership approach include enhanced motivation, greater job satisfaction, and a more collaborative team atmosphere. Challenges also exist, however, as the high expectations of transformational leaders can create constant pressure to perform and develop, potentially leading to employee burnout. Moreover, employees may turn overly dependent on the leader, which can lead to a decline in motivation if the leader departs (Khan et al., 2020).
On the other hand, transactional leadership is based on the leader’s positional authority and focuses on setting clear goals and expectations alongside a system of rewards and penalties, prioritising the self-interest of followers to create a mutual exchange (Mullins, 2019, p. 349). While leadership offers benefits like clear goals and stable rewards for performance, it can also limit creativity due to its essential emphasis on control (Skyes, 2024). The hospitality industry presents a variety of cases where transactional and transformational leadership methods are employed, highlighting the adaptability and efficiency of these approaches. Sonu Shivdasani, founder of Six Senses and Soneva, prioritises environmental responsibility and sustainability through a transformative leadership approach. This method attracts guests who are passionate about ecology and unites employees around a shared goal of advancing sustainability initiatives, fostering innovative ideas and a motivating vision. An open communication style, along with referring to team members as hosts, improves morale and job satisfaction while fostering an inspiring work environment (Piuchan & Prachansit, 2019). The hotel has become an innovator in ecotourism due to Shivdasani's vision, with a particular emphasis on achieving zero carbon emissions and ensuring sustainable operations. Furthermore, initiatives such as supporting local communities, creating jobs, and developing infrastructure contribute to an increased social impact (Gomes, 2022). Shivdasani's commitment to sustainability, combined with transformational leadership style, has proven to be a successful philosophy, resulting in both increased employee satisfaction and a thriving business. Similarly, The Ritz-Carlton also employs transformational leadership. The Ritz-Carlton’s service values focus on guest satisfaction, enabling employees to act autonomously (Pang, 2020). The principles focus on personalised service, immediate problem-solving, and ensuring a positive and lasting experience for guests, leading to the continuous improvement of service quality. However, effective leadership requires not only motivation but also clear guidelines and support. The absence of these elements can lead to leadership negatively affecting employee performance and the guest experience (Hajiali et al., 2022). Considering these factors, Scandic Hotels adopts a similar approach, with a key emphasis on the inspirational and motivational role of leaders. According to Matikainen (2019), Scandic Hotels employs a transformational leadership style that emphasises leaders' ability to inspire and motivate. The company’s leadership focuses on providing individualised support and developing a clear vision, which helps align employees with organisational goals. By encouraging this approach, employees are more motivated to put in extra effort and generate creative solutions to challenges, ultimately enhancing team performance. This employee-centred leadership style has received several awards, as transformational leadership has significantly increased employee commitment. To further illustrate the impact of transformational leadership, consider the research conducted by Teguh, Devie, and Wijaya (2020), which analysed 30 hotels with different star ratings in Surabaya. The study involved 63 leaders, 149 employees, and 181 guests. The results indicate that transformational leadership is responsible for 22.3% of the changes in employee engagement. The study highlighted the important impact of transformational leadership combined with employee engagement on improving service quality, which accounted for 51.3% of the overall increase. Furthermore, transformational leadership, employee engagement, and service quality significantly impact financial performance, accounting for 48.8% of the overall results. This research illustrates how transformational leadership positively affects both service quality and employee engagement. The results emphasise the significant role of transformational leadership in promoting employee involvement, raising service standards, and ultimately boosting financial performance within the hotel industry. Although transformational leadership brings several advantages to the hospitality sector, hotels frequently combine aspects of both transformational and transactional leadership in their management approaches. Xia (2022) explores this integration in the context of the Hilton and Premier Inn hotel chains. In the case of Hilton, transactional leadership dominates, which focuses on achieving financial goals and short-term results. Hilton employs a performance-based reward system that encompasses both financial rewards and recognition, reflecting a primarily transactional leadership approach. However, the company also integrates transformational elements by fostering a culture of innovation, collaboration, and trust among its employees. Premier Inn, conversely, adopts a more holistic and long-term approach, prioritising both guest satisfaction and sustained financial performance. This strategy aligns with transformational leadership principles by fostering employee motivation and commitment toward shared objectives. While Premier Inn's commission and promotion system reflects transactional elements, its emphasis on long-term growth and a shared vision underscores a stronger inclination towards transformational leadership. The success of both hotel chains demonstrates that combining elements of transformational and transactional leadership can effectively contribute to increased competitiveness in the hospitality industry. Motivated and engaged employees provide better service, which increases guest satisfaction and ultimately the hotels' profit. (Mekonnen & Bayissa, 2023). An analysis of the leadership styles discussed reveals clear connections between McGregor's Theory X and Theory Y and the principles of transactional and transformational leadership. For instance, Ramsay's leadership style, characterised by transactional elements, aligns with McGregor's Theory X, while Sharp's leadership, rooted in the transformational style, is linked to Theory Y. Additionally, aspects of Shivdasani's transformational approach also reflect elements of Theory Y. This relationship suggests that there are notable similarities between McGregor's Theory X and Y and the characteristics of both transactional and transformational leadership. Effective leaders must therefore actively consider both individual and situational factors to foster a motivated and engaged workforce, ultimately contributing to enhanced guest satisfaction and organisational success (Mansaray, 2019).
In conclusion, the exploration of McGregor's Theory X and Theory Y, alongside the core elements of transactional and transformational leadership, emphasises the multifaceted nature and dynamism of leadership within the hospitality industry. The contrasting leadership styles exemplified by figures such as Gordon Ramsay, Isadore Sharp, and Sonu Shivdasani illustrate the diverse approaches that can be adopted to motivate employees and enhance organisational performance. While Ramsay’s transactional leadership may achieve immediate results through constant monitoring and immediate consequences, Sharp’s and Shivdasani’s transformational leadership fosters a culture of innovation, engagement, and long-term growth. Research based on case studies of major hotel chains like Hilton and Premier Inn indicates that integrating elements from both leadership styles can enhance competitiveness by improving guest satisfaction. Ultimately, flexible leaders must recognise the specific needs of staff and the organisational context. Combining the advantages of various leadership approaches can foster a workplace atmosphere where performance is prioritised, and employee well-being is given top consideration. Ultimately, this strategy will contribute to the overall success of the hospitality sector.
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