Hospitality Leadership: Impact and Styles.
Introduction
Leadership is the backbone of success in the hospitality industry, affecting organisational effectiveness, guest satisfaction, and employee morale (SME News, 2024). In an industry that heavily relies on service delivery, leadership is not only about running the business efficiently and providing customers with quality services. It’s also about creating a positive work environment that enhances employees’ performance and, therefore, guests’ satisfaction (Brownell, 2010). This culture, backed up by strong leadership, is vital in an industry that relies on service delivery. It ensures that businesses not only meet but often exceed guests' expectations and promote sustainability to suit the changing environment in the industry.
The impact of leadership in hospitality is extensive and complex. To understand its significance, it is crucial to identify the various types of leadership that can shape business results. Of all these, autocratic leadership is one of the most effective and, at the same time, one of the worst forms of leadership, depending on the situation and its use (Northouse, 2018). This essay explores its implications, including the advantages and disadvantages of this approach and how it can be used in the hospitality industry. Case studies and examples will show how autocratic leadership affects operational efficiency, employee satisfaction, and business results.
The Influence of Leadership on Hospitality.
This paper explores the importance of leadership in the hospitality industry in terms of sustainable growth and development. Effective leaders set strategic goals, align with the company’s long-term plans, and focus on operational efficiency (Cecchi-Dimeglio, 2023). They also realise the importance of creating a positive work environment for the employees to enhance employee engagement and provide excellent service, which is the key to guest satisfaction (Tracey & Hinkin, 1994).
In addition, effective leaders in hospitality are not only familiar with the art of crisis management but also excel at adapting to the industry's changing environment. They can determine the cause of a problem and how to solve it quickly in case of a customer complaint, a change in operations or any other incident. Their ability to adapt and make quick decisions is one of the main reasons for preventing these challenges from happening again (Gursoy & Swanger, 2007).
Furthermore, hospitality leaders are also very important in enhancing organisational creativity. They promote a culture of adaptability and creativity, encouraging the team to develop new ideas and strategies that enhance the guest experience. These leaders are aware of the market trends and the customers’ preferences and needs, ensuring their businesses are up to the mark in the market. In the end, effective hospitality leadership results in improved operational efficiency and develops the loyalty of guests and employees (Okumus et al., 2020).
Styles of Leadership in the Hospitality Industry
Different leadership styles impact the operations of hospitality businesses in various ways, and everyone has advantages and disadvantages (Armstrong, 2012). Transformational leadership, servant leadership, and autocratic leadership are particularly noteworthy in hospitality management.
Transformational Leadership.
Transformational leadership inspires and motivates followers to exceed normal levels of achievement. Such leaders pay attention to individual followers’ concerns and developmental needs and try to motivate them to be innovative and creative (Bass & Riggio, 2005). In the hospitality industry, transformational leaders can greatly affect employee satisfaction and, therefore, guest satisfaction.
For example, Patiar and Wang (2016), in their study of hotel departments, found that transformational leadership was beneficial in improving the performance and attitude of employees. Such leaders can present a vision that appeals to the team and inspires everyone to work towards achieving the vision. They promote innovation and risk-taking, which can lead to better guest touchpoints and operational efficiencies.
However, there is a flip side to transformational leadership as well. It requires a high level of leadership, which can be time-consuming and emotionally exhausting. Moreover, not all employees can react positively to this style, including those who prefer clear instructions and structure (Northouse, 2018).
Servant Leadership.
On the other hand, servant leadership is based on the growth and well-being of people and the communities to which they belong. In this style, the leader’s primary motivation is to serve others and, thus, ensure that their highest priority needs are met (Greenleaf, 2013).
In the hospitality context, servant leadership can create a culture of empathy and support that is in harmony with the nature of the industry, which is based on service. A study by Wu et al. (2013) established that servant leadership positively affects hotel employees’ trust in their leaders and job satisfaction. This, in turn, may result in enhanced service quality and guest satisfaction.
Servant leaders in hospitality settings may emphasise the welfare of employees, create a supportive work environment, and lead by example in providing excellent service. However, critics argue that servant leadership might be too idealistic for the fast-paced, profit-driven hospitality industry. It may also be difficult to sustain in high-pressure situations that demand quick, decisive actions (Brownell, 2010).
Autocratic Leadership.
Autocratic leadership, where one person controls a group of people and makes all decisions without the team's input, is generally criticised in modern management studies. However, there are times in the hospitality industry when it can be very successful (Northouse, 2018).
In a crisis or when quick decisions are needed, autocratic leadership can give clear direction and quick action. For instance, in a hotel emergency, an autocratic approach guarantees that the staff follows the procedures to the letter, which may save lives. Similarly, in high-volume and fast-paced settings such as a busy restaurant during peak hours, autocratic leadership can help maintain order and pace (Tracey & Hinkin, 1994).
However, there are major disadvantages of autocratic leadership in hospitality. It can lead to low employee morale, high turnover, and a lack of creativity and innovation. These negative outcomes can be particularly detrimental in an industry that depends greatly on employee engagement and guest satisfaction (Okumus et al., 2020).
The Paradox of Autocratic Leadership in Hospitality.
The effectiveness of autocratic leadership in hospitality is rather peculiar. On the one hand, maintaining standards, ensuring consistency, and managing crises may be necessary. On the other hand, it can demotivate staff, stifle creativity and create a negative work environment that will affect guest satisfaction (Mullins, 2019).
Advantages of Autocratic Leadership in Hospitality.
This is particularly important in fast-paced hospitality environments where the ability to make decisions is vital. Autocratic leaders can give clear, immediate direction without the need to consult, which can be useful in crisis management or during peak operational time (Northouse, 2018).
Autocratic leadership can lead to following standard operating procedures later, resulting in service consistency. This is especially important in large hotel chains or restaurant franchises where brand standards are important (Brownell, 2010).
A clear chain of command can streamline large hospitality operations. Autocratic leadership provides this clarity, which can be helpful in complex organisational structures (Tracey & Hinkin, 1994).
When it comes to new or relatively new staff, autocratic leadership can give them guidelines and expectations and, therefore, potentially speed up the training process and reduce errors (Gursoy & Swanger, 2007).
Disadvantages of Autocratic Leadership in Hospitality.
As with any other system, autocratic leadership can lead to low employee morale as the staff may feel that they are not valued and not listened to. This is particularly a problem in an industry where employee satisfaction is often directly linked with guest satisfaction (Patiar & Wang, 2016).
The hospitality industry is already characterised by high turnover rates, and autocratic leadership can only worsen the situation (Lewin et al., 1939). According to Okumus et al. (2020), employees with no autonomy or input in the organisation may want to leave the organisation.
Autocratic leaders may suppress creativity and innovation well by not allowing or even considering the input of their team. This can be a significant drawback in an industry that often needs creative solutions to guest issues (Wu et al., 2013).
Autocratic leadership can create a situation where the whole team depends on the leader for decision-making. This can result in operational challenges when the leader is absent and hinder the development of leadership skills among other team members (Bass & Riggio, 2005).
Balancing Autocratic Leadership in Hospitality.
As autocratic leadership in hospitality is a paradox, the solution lies in the middle ground (Huczynski & Buchanan, 2019). The hospitality industry leaders must know when to use a more autocratic leadership style and when to use a more participative approach.
Situational Application of Autocratic Leadership.
Autocratic leadership can be effectively applied in certain situations within the hospitality industry. In emergencies or critical situations, such as fire evacuations or security threats, autocratic leadership can result in swift action (Northouse, 2018). During extremely busy periods, such as holiday seasons or large events, autocratic leadership can enhance efficiency and ensure everyone knows what is expected of them (Brownell, 2010).
Some areas, for instance, food preparation, require very strict adherence to health and safety regulations, and autocratic leadership can help with compliance (Gursoy & Swanger, 2007).
When training new employees, especially in positions that have set procedures, an autocratic approach can give direction and minimise errors (Tracey & Hinkin, 1994).
Mitigating the Negative Effects of Autocratic Leadership.
To balance the possible negative effects of autocratic leadership, hospitality leaders can use autocratic leadership when necessary, but use transformational or servant leadership in daily activities. This can help achieve the advantages of clear direction while ensuring that employees are engaged and creative in their work (Bass & Riggio, 2005).
When making autocratic decisions, leaders should be able to explain the reasons for the decision to their team. This can help to maintain trust and comprehension (Patiar & Wang, 2016).
While final decisions are made autocratically, leaders should still welcome input and feedback from their team. This can make employees feel valued and, in addition, offer useful ideas (Wu et al., 2013).
Autocratic leaders should also emphasise the need for employee development and training. This can help reduce the feeling of stagnation and enhance the overall team performance (Okumus et al., 2020).
Case Studies: Autocratic Leadership in Hospitality.
Case Study 1: A luxury hotel chain.
Four Seasons Hotels & Resorts, a luxury hotel chain famous for its strict rules and regulations, used an autocratic leadership style as its management style (Boddy, 2019). The CEO believed there was a need to have very tight control of all the activities and operations of the properties (Bachani & Jain, 2023).
At first, this approach led to very high service standards and positive guest feedback. However, over time, employee satisfaction scores declined, and turnover increased. Exit interviews showed that staff felt unappreciated and had no chance to contribute ideas or learn more about the company.
The hotel chain addressed this by implementing a hybrid leadership approach. While maintaining autocratic leadership in areas critical to brand standards and guest safety, they brought more participative leadership in day-to-day activities. They introduced an employee suggestion program and started involving staff in problem-solving processes.
As a result, employee satisfaction improved, turnover rates decreased, and the hotel chain saw an increase in repeat guests who mentioned that the staff seemed more passionate and friendly (Brownell, 2010).
Case Study 2: A fast-food restaurant franchise.
The initial leadership model of a popular fast-food restaurant franchise, McDonalds, was quite autocratic (Calibre, 2020). This ensured standardisation of the food and service across all outlets, which was essential to the brand. However, the franchise started to have problems with high employee turnover and received feedback that customers found the service rude. The franchise then decided to change its leadership approach.
While maintaining autocratic leadership in food safety and core operational procedures, the franchise introduced a more participative approach to customer service and local marketing activities. They allowed restaurant managers to act according to the market in their area and encouraged staff to interact with customers individually while following certain guidelines.
This balanced approach enhanced employee satisfaction, reduced turnover, and improved customer satisfaction scores. The franchise could keep its core standards and allow flexibility and a personal touch in customer interactions (Tracey & Hinkin, 1994).
Conclusion
Thus, hospitality leadership is critical for organisational effectiveness, employee engagement, and guest satisfaction in the hospitality industry (Adair, 2009). While various leadership styles can be efficient, autocratic leadership in hospitality is rather unusual and has advantages and disadvantages.
If used correctly, autocratic leadership can lead to consistency, quality, and direction during a crisis (Rosing, Boer, Buengeler,2022). However, the negative impacts it brings to employee morale, creativity, and the retention of employees in the long run should not be overlooked.
The key for hospitality leaders is to find a way. It is, therefore, important to know when to use autocratic leadership and when to use more participative leadership styles to create a good balance between the two and, in turn, create a good work environment that will lead to high standards while at the same time fostering innovation and creativity of the employees.
In the end, successful hospitality leadership means adaptability. Therefore, they can assess any situation and apply the right leadership style as well as the dual track of employee satisfaction and guest experience. That way, they can steer their organisations through the complexities of the hospitality industry and achieve long-term success. 
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