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According to Buchanan and Huczynski (2019), leadership is crucial for the success of any organisation, regardless of its type or purpose. Leadership is very important in tourism and hospitality as it influences how motivated employees are, how happy they are with their jobs, and how well they perform (Ali, 2023). Brownwell (2010) concluded that leadership has evolved from the "great man" concept to transformational and most recently servant leadership, emphasizing support and empowerment. This essay will first outline key leadership theories, such as Lewin's Leadership Model, McGregor's Theory X and Y, Blake and Mouton's Managerial Grid, Adair's Action-Centered Leadership, the Great Man Theory, Transformational and Transactional Leadership. It will then focus specifically on the autocratic leadership style, examining its advantages, disadvantages, and effects on the hospitality industry, particularly regarding team performance and employee morale.

Leadership, in the vision of Mullins (2019) is the process of guiding people's efforts and coordinating their activities to achieve the goals and objectives of an organisation.
Leadership theories provide a base for understanding how leaders impact their teams. Over time, leadership ideas have shifted from focusing on traits and behaviours to considering situational factors and relationships as described by Pregmark (2022).
The Great Man Theory claims that leadership is a natural ability, with traits like charisma, intelligence, and decisiveness setting leaders apart. While influential early on, it is criticised for ignoring the roles of experience, learning, and situational factors in shaping leadership, as per Galloway (2022). This theory sets the base for the trait theories according to Benmira and Agboola (2020).
McGregor’s Theory X and Y explores two contracting approaches to understanding employee motivation and management (Gitman et al., 2018). 
Theory X, according to Waldman and O′Reilly (2018) assumes that employees naturally dislike work, lack ambition, and need constant supervision and control to be productive. Leaders with this mindset use strict rules and monitoring to ensure tasks are completed.
On the other hand, Gitman et al. (2018) explain that McGregor’s Theory Y sees employees as self-motivated, responsible, and driven by growth and achievement. Leaders with this approach build trust, encourage teamwork, and offer support, leading to a more engaged and productive workplace.
Blake and Mouton’s Leadership Grid is a model that evaluates leadership styles based on two factors that are concern for people and concern for production. According to Benmira and Agboola (2020), it developed from earlier behavioural theories and identifies five main styles. The impoverished style shows low concern for both people and production, leading to poor results. The country club style focuses heavily on people but neglects production, prioritizing relationships over performance. The task-oriented style prioritizes production but overlooks employee well-being. The middle-of-the-road style balances concern for people and production but often leads to average results. Lastly, the team style emphasizes high concern for both, promoting collaboration, productivity, and satisfaction. Henry et al. (2019) consider the team style the most effective, as it fosters teamwork and motivation for the best outcomes.
John Adair’s Action-Centred Leadership model highlights effective leadership through three circles that are achieving tasks, building teams, and meeting individual needs. According to Adair (2009), leaders must plan, manage, and support tasks, foster teamwork through collaboration and trust, and address personal needs like motivation and development. Balancing these areas ensures success and drives collective achievement.
Mullins (2019) states that, in the pursuit of greater competitiveness and efficient use of human resources, focus has shifted to how leaders drive organizational transformation. Based on Burns' work, transactional and transformational leadership are identified (Goethals, Allison and Sorenson, 2023). 
Transactional leadership, as per Mullins (2019) depends on formal authority within the organization and focuses on setting clear goals, tasks, and a system of rewards and punishments based on mutual give-and-take. Transformational leadership, on the other hand, motivates and inspires by creating a vision, appealing to values, and building trust, loyalty, and fairness, leading to meaningful change and better performance as per Goethals, Allison and Sorenson (2023).
Lewin’s Leadership Model highlights three key leadership styles that are autocratic, democratic, and laissez-faire, each suited to different situations and the ability of a team of being effective (Johnson, 2022). 
The autocratic style is where the leader makes decisions alone and maintains strict control over the team as per Harms et al. (2018). This method is effective in urgent or high-pressure situations requiring rapid, decisive actions. However, it can limit creativity and lower team engagement since members have minimal opportunity to share ideas, according to Goethals, Allison and Sorenson (2023).
In contrast, the democratic style emphasizes collective decision-making, with leaders engaging team members in discussions and problem-solving. This approach supports teamwork, boosts morale, and fosters innovation by giving individuals a sense of responsibility and ownership. However, it can be time-intensive, potentially delaying decisions in urgent situations.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK7]The third key leadership style, the laissez-faire style involves limited involvement from the leader, allowing team members generous freedom to handle their tasks as per Robbins and Judge (2016). This approach can encourage creativity and independence, particularly in teams with skilled and self-motivated individuals. However, a lack of guidance or support may result in confusion, unclear objectives, or inefficiency in achieving goals.
Autocratic leadership, marked by centralized decisions and strict control, is often debated for its effects on team performance and morale according to Goethals, Allison and Sorenson (2023). It offers clear structure and quick decisions but comes with both advantages and disadvantages. While viewed as outdated in many sectors, its application in hospitality is complex. 
Autocratic leadership allows quick decision-making, especially in high-pressure or time-sensitive situations, as leaders act without lengthy discussions. This is especially helpful during crises as the hospitality industry often requires fast decision-making. During crises such as staff shortages or guest emergencies, autocratic leadership helps managers make quick decisions without waiting for team input. For example, in busy hotel kitchens, an executive chef using an autocratic style can quickly guide staff to ensure quality service and a good example of this would be famous chef Gordon Ramsay. Nevertheless, intense workloads and limited freedom can cause frustration, especially in hotels where staff often have demanding schedules. The autocratic approach, through constant monitoring and criticism can raise stress levels and weaken trust within the team. Too much control can also cause resentment, leading to disengagement and poor teamwork.
Providing teams with clear instructions and strong guidance helps eliminate confusion about goals and expectations. When roles and workflows are well-defined, it improves efficiency and ensures tasks are completed smoothly. For instance, in luxury hotels with strict service standards, autocratic leadership ensures consistency, making sure every guest receives the same high level of care. However, in opposition, autocratic leadership limits creativity by reducing collaboration and restricting team members from sharing ideas, which hinders innovation and the development of creative solutions as mentioned by Ahmed and Simha (2023). 
Also, when one person is in charge, it ensures clear responsibility for results, makes coordination easier, and avoids confusion or clashes from differing opinions. This is especially important in hospitality, where teamwork is key to smooth service. For example, during a large hotel event, a central manager can quickly make decisions about catering, check-ins, and staff roles. Having one person in charge prevents delays or mistakes from mixed instructions, ensuring the event runs smoothly and guests are satisfied. Yet, teams under autocratic leadership may become overly dependent on the leader, making it difficult for them to function or adapt independently when the leader is absent. Additionally, the lack of collaboration and autonomy can lead to unhappiness among team members, raising the risk of high employee turnover.
A hospitality organization might see short-term success with autocratic leadership, especially in high-pressure situations that need quick decisions and strict control, like during crises or busy periods. However, depending only on this style can obstruct creativity, lower employee independence, and create stress, which can hurt long-term success. Since teamwork, flexibility, and guest satisfaction are crucial in hospitality, using a mix of leadership styles, such as transformational or democratic, is often better for keeping employees motivated, encouraging innovation, and ensuring a great guest experience hence why Sheppardson (2021) recommends favouring flatter, more cooperative structures.
The hotel industry offers a diverse range of scenarios where autocratic leadership can be both advantageous and detrimental. Autocratic leadership, marked by centralized control, strict management, and little employee involvement, is often used in hotel management according to Fouad (2019). This style is important in the hospitality industry, where accuracy, quick action, and consistent service are essential. However, its success depends on the situation and management level.   
Autocratic leadership proves beneficial during emergencies or when rapid decision-making is essential. For example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, many hotel general managers adopted an autocratic approach to simplify critical decisions such as reallocating staff, implementing health protocols, and managing temporary closures. This leadership ensured compliance with regulations and sustained the hotel’s operation under greatly challenging circumstances as mentioned by the World Health Organization (2020).  
In high-stakes settings, such as event management or high-profile guest stays, autocratic managers can command the focused execution of tasks. For instance, a hotel’s banquet manager might use autocratic methods to ensure the timely delivery of services during a large-scale wedding, leveraging their authority to coordinate multiple teams effectively.  
Airbnb CEO Brian Chesky is a strong advocate of autocratic leadership, as highlighted by Umoh and McCormick (2024). Following a loss of 80% of the global market in 2020, Chesky’s role as the primary decision-maker helped the company recover and secure a spot on the Fortune 500 list in 2023.
Equally, autocratic leadership proves ineffective in routine hotel operations, where employee contributions and team morale are critical according to Fouad (2019). Situations arise where team members must make time sensitive decisions and cannot always rely on a leader’s decision. A documentary relates how a Double Tree by Hilton hotel in Reading, USA changed a whole community, revealing first that staff reported low job satisfaction under a wrongly applied autocratic management, to later describe the manner in which the hotel flourished under a more democratic and employee empowering leadership (ProTech Podcast, 2023). 
According to Mullins (2019), leadership is closely linked to motivation and interpersonal behaviour. Al-Ababneh (2013) and Fouad (2019) state that the autocratic leadership style is the most frequently used in the hospitality industry due to its unpredictable and demanding nature. This leadership model focuses on control and efficiency, which can either help or hurt a team's success, depending on the situation. On the positive side, it provides clear guidance by clearly defining roles and responsibilities, which reduces confusion and improves teamwork. This can be especially helpful in high-pressure environments like manufacturing, emergency services, or military operations, where quick decisions and precise execution are critical. It also promotes discipline and accountability, ensuring steady productivity in places like hospitals or law enforcement, where following strict rules is essential.
However, this leadership style has its downsides, such as limiting collaboration and creativity by shutting out employees’ ideas, which is a disadvantage in industries that rely on innovation. Employees might also feel disengaged if they are not included in decision-making, which can lead to less ownership of their work and weaker team connections. Additionally, relying too much on one leader can cause delays or problems, especially in large or spread-out teams, as the group might struggle to function independently if the leader is not available. 
The impact of autocratic leadership on employee morale can also vary greatly depending on the situation and individual preferences. For some employees, especially those in entry-level or highly routine roles, having clear instructions and structure can be a positive experience. It helps eliminate confusion, reduces stress, and provides a sense of direction. In high-pressure or repetitive tasks, this leadership style also takes the weight of decision-making off employees' shoulders, allowing them to focus on their tasks and build confidence in their work. However, not everyone responds well to such a rigid approach. Many employees may feel left out and undervalued when they are excluded from decision-making, leading to frustration and disengagement. A case study by Sheppardson (2021) illustrates how damaging losing trust in leadership can be for a team. The high pressure and critical nature of autocratic leadership can also create a tense work environment, affecting employees' mental health over time. As a result, some employees may choose to leave for workplaces that offer more collaboration and support, decreasing team morale and stability within the organisation.
Autocratic leadership, when applied selectively, can drive operational efficiency and team focus, especially during crises or in high-pressure situations within the hotel industry. However, its limitations—including negative impacts on employee morale and stifled collaboration—make it unsuitable for long-term application in most hospitality contexts. By understanding the strengths and weaknesses of autocratic leadership and integrating it with more inclusive styles, hotel managers can achieve a balance that drives team effectiveness while fostering a motivated and satisfied workforce. Leadership in the hospitality industry, therefore, demands a versatile approach that adapitates to the complexity of modern organizational and employee expectations.


References
1. Adair, J. (2009) The Inspirational Leader: How to Motivate, Encourage and Achieve Success. Philadelphia: Kogan Page.
2. Ahmed, S., and Simha, A. (2023) “Autocratic leadership and abuse”. In D. C. Poff & A. C. Michalos (Eds.) Encyclopedia of business and professional ethics. pp. 159–161. Springer, Cham. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-22767-8_1300. 
3. Al-Ababneh, M. (2013) “Leadership Style of Managers in Five-Star Hotels and its Relationship with Employee’s Job Satisfaction”, International Journal of Management & Business Studies. 3(2). ISSN: 2230-2463 (Print).
4. Ali, B. (2023) “What we know about transformational leadership in tourism and hospitality: A systematic review and future agenda”. The Service Industries Journal. 44(1–2), pp. 105–147. https://doi.org/10.1080/02642069.2023.2250302
5. Benmira, S. and Agboola, M. (2021) “Evolution of leadership theory”. BMJ Leader. 5(3), pp. 3-5. https://doi.org/10.1136/leader-2020-000296
6. Brownell, J. (2010) “Leadership in the Service of Hospitality”. Cornell Hospitality Quarterly. 51(3). pp. 363–378. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1177/1938965510368651 
7. Buchanan, D., and Huczynski, A. (2019) Organisational Behaviour. Pearson Education Limited.
8. Fouad, M. (2019) “Impact of Leadership Style on Employee Job Satisfaction in the Hospitality Industry”. International Journal of Heritage, Tourism and Hospitality. 13(1). DOI: 10.21608/ijhth.2019.35101
9. Galloway, L. (2022) Leadership. 1st edn. SAGE Publications Ltd. Available at: https://www.perlego.com/book/3740218.  (Accessed: 5 February 2025).
10. Gitman, L., McDaniel, C., Shah, A., Reece, M., Koffel, L., Talsma, B., and Hyatt, J. (2018). Introduction to Business. OpenStax. Available at: https://www.perlego.com/book/3566640. (Accessed: 5 February 2025).
11. Goethals, G., Allison, S. and Sorenson, G. (2023) The SAGE Encyclopedia of Leadership Studies. 1st edn. SAGE Publications, Inc. Available at: https://www.perlego.com/book/3845969 (Accessed: 7 February 2025).
12. Harms, P. D., Wood, D., Landay, K., Lester, P. B., and Vogelgesang Lester, G. (2018) “Autocratic leaders and authoritarian followers revisited: A review and agenda for the future.” The Leadership Quarterly, 29(1), pp. 105-122. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2017.12.007
13. Henry, R. D. A. B. B., Daft, R., Benson, A., and Henry, B. (2019) Management International Edition. 2nd Ed. Cengage Learning EMEA. Available at: https://www.perlego.com/book/3289610.  (Accessed: 7 February 2025).
14. Johnson, K. (2022) “Leading effective teams”. BMJ Leader, 6(1), pp. 6-9. DOI:10.1136/leader-2020-000418.
15. Mullins, L. (2019) Mullins: Organisational Behaviour in the Workplace. Harlow: Pearson Education Limited.
16. Pregmark, J.E. (2022) “Renewing models for change”. The Learning Organization. 29(3), pp. 255–274. DOI: 10.1108/TLO-05-2021-0056.
17. ProTech Podcast (2023) Follow Me and I Will Be Behind You. Available at: https://youtu.be/Lrh5QIW67Mk?si=lxb--_kM-18psqnd. (Accessed: 5 February 2025).
18. [bookmark: OLE_LINK8]Robbins, S. and Judge, T. (2016) Organizational Behavior. Global Edition. Pearson Education, Limited. Available at: https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/trinity/detail.action?docID=5185702.  (Accessed: 7 February 2025).
19.  Sheppardson, C. (2021) Hospitality. Business Expert Press. Available at: https://www.perlego.com/book/2377932. (Accessed: 5 February 2025).
20. Umoh, R. and McCormick, N. (2024) ‘Why Airbnb CEO Brian Chesky doesn’t believe in employee autonomy: “If you want to be autonomous, start your own company”’. Available at: https://fortune.com/2024/11/11/airbnb-ceo-brian-chesky-founder-mode-leadership-management/. (Accessed: 7 February 2025).
21. Waldman, D. and O′Reilly, C. (2018) Leadership for Organizations. 1st edn. SAGE Publications, Inc. Available at: https://www.perlego.com/book/3173127 (Accessed: 7 February 2025).
22. World Health Organization (2020) Coronavirus disease (COVID-19): Working in hotels and other accommodation establishments. Available at: https://www.who.int/news-room/questions-and-answers/item/coronavirus-disease-covid-19-working-in-hotels (Accessed: 7 February 2025).

 
