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[bookmark: _Toc233408775]1. Introduction
Leadership is widely recognised as a central element of effective management because it influences employee behaviour, workplace relationships and organisational performance. In business settings, leadership is not limited to directing staff or ensuring that tasks are completed. It also involves communication, motivation, problem-solving and the ability to create an environment in which employees can perform effectively. This is particularly relevant in the hospitality industry, where service quality depends heavily on employee attitudes, teamwork and the quality of day-to-day interactions between managers, employees and customers. In small restaurants, these dynamics are often more visible because teams are smaller, resources are limited and managers tend to work closely with employees.
The restaurant sector in Wales includes many small independent businesses which contribute to local employment and the wider hospitality economy. However, these businesses often operate under pressure, including staff shortages, long working hours, employee turnover and financial uncertainty. In such settings, even relatively small differences in the way managers communicate, organise work and support employees can influence how staff experience their work and how effectively teams perform. A manager who communicates clearly, treats staff fairly and remains calm under pressure may improve trust and cooperation, whereas poor leadership may contribute to conflict, dissatisfaction and low morale.
Although leadership has been widely studied, much of the literature focuses on large organisations or hotel environments rather than small independent restaurants. Leadership effectiveness is also often discussed from the perspective of managers rather than employees. This proposal therefore aims to explore employees’ perceptions of effective leadership practices in small restaurants in Wales and identify how employee perspectives can help improve communication, motivation and workplace relationships in a demanding service environment.
 
[bookmark: _Toc233408776]Research aim
To explore employees’ perceptions of effective leadership practices in small restaurants in Wales.
[bookmark: _Toc233408777]Research objectives
1. To identify leadership practices commonly experienced by employees in small restaurants in Wales. 
2. To explore employees’ perceptions of effective leadership. 
3. To examine the characteristics employees associate with effective leaders. 
4. To provide recommendations for leadership improvement in small restaurants. 
[bookmark: _Toc233408778]Research question
How do employees perceive effective leadership practices in small restaurants in Wales?

[bookmark: _Toc233408779]2. Literature Review
Leadership is a widely discussed concept in management literature, although no single definition is universally accepted. Northouse (2022) defines leadership as a process through which an individual influences a group to achieve a common goal, while Yukl (2020) describes it as influencing others to understand what needs to be done and how it should be done. Both definitions highlight influence, direction and relationships rather than formal authority alone. This distinction is important because a person may hold a management position without necessarily being perceived as an effective leader by employees. In hospitality settings, leadership is often judged through everyday behaviours such as communication, fairness, support and the ability to manage pressure.
A useful starting point is the distinction between leadership and management. Management is generally associated with planning, organising and controlling work, whereas leadership is more closely linked with motivation, influence and change (Mullins, 2022; Robbins and Judge, 2023).In practice, however, the distinction is often less clear, particularly in small restaurants where managers are expected to supervise staff while also dealing with customers, operational issues and unexpected problems throughout the working day. For employees, leadership may therefore be judged less by job title and more by how managers communicate, allocate work and respond to challenges during service.
One of the earliest approaches to leadership was Trait Theory, which suggests that effective leaders possess personal characteristics that distinguish them from non-leaders. Traits commonly associated with leadership include confidence, determination, intelligence and integrity (Northouse, 2022). While this theory recognises that personal qualities may influence leadership effectiveness, it has been criticised for paying limited attention to context (Yukl, 2020). In small restaurants, confidence alone is unlikely to make a manager effective if they cannot communicate clearly, remain calm under pressure or build positive relationships with staff.
A second important perspective is Situational Leadership Theory, developed by Hersey, Blanchard and Johnson (2013), which argues that effective leadership depends on adapting one’s style to the needs of employees and the demands of the situation. This theory appears particularly relevant to small restaurants, where managers work with employees of different experience levels while dealing with changing operational pressures. For example, a new employee may require close guidance, whereas an experienced worker may respond better to trust and autonomy. Situational leadership is useful because it recognises that no single style is effective in every situation, although critics argue that it assumes managers can accurately judge both employee readiness and situational demands (Northouse, 2022).
Another influential perspective is Transformational Leadership Theory. Bass and Riggio (2006) argue that transformational leaders motivate followers by offering support, creating a shared vision and inspiring employees to perform beyond minimum expectations. Bass and Bass (2008) further associate transformational leadership with higher levels of employee satisfaction and engagement. This perspective is relevant to hospitality because leadership in restaurants is not only about completing tasks but also about morale, motivation and teamwork. However, transformational leadership has been criticised for sometimes being presented too positively, as though inspiration alone is enough to solve operational problems (Yukl, 2020).
Leadership in hospitality has distinct features that make it different from leadership in many other industries. Hospitality work is highly interactive, emotionally demanding and often fast-paced. Managers are frequently required to make immediate decisions while maintaining service standards and supporting employees during busy periods. Lashley (2018) argues that hospitality management is shaped by service encounters and the need to balance customer expectations with employee performance, while Walker (2021) notes that restaurant employees often work under pressure, making communication, teamwork and immediate problem-solving essential. In small restaurants, where structures are flatter and managers work closely with staff, the effects of both effective and poor leadership can be felt quickly.
Research also suggests that employee-centred leadership is important for retention and service quality. Hayes, Ninemeier and Miller (2021) emphasise the role of communication, trust and recognition in managing hospitality employees effectively. However, much of the literature continues to focus on customer satisfaction, operational performance or management practice rather than employees’ own interpretations of leadership. Leadership research also remains concentrated on large organisations and hotel environments rather than small independent restaurants. In addition, there appears to be limited research focusing specifically on small restaurants in Wales. This represents both a population gap and a practical gap, which this study seeks to address by exploring leadership from the employee perspective.
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Given that the research focuses on employees’ personal experiences of leadership, an interpretivist research philosophy is considered the most appropriate. Interpretivism assumes that reality is socially constructed and that individuals attach different meanings to their experiences depending on context (Creswell and Creswell, 2023). Rather than measuring leadership as an objective variable, the study seeks to understand how employees in small restaurants interpret the leadership behaviours they experience. Since perceptions of leadership are subjective and shaped by daily workplace interactions, interpretivism provides the most appropriate philosophical position.
A positivist philosophy was considered but rejected. Positivism is more suitable when the aim is to test hypotheses and measure variables through numerical data (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). However, this study is concerned with how employees explain effective leadership in their own words rather than measuring attitudes statistically. For this reason, interpretivism is better aligned with the research aim.
An inductive approach is more appropriate because the study aims to explore employees' views and allow themes relating to effective leadership to emerge from their accounts. Induction moves from specific observations towards broader understanding rather than beginning with a theory to be tested (Bryman and Bell, 2023). Such an approach allows themes to emerge naturally from participants' experiences rather than testing an existing leadership theory. A deductive approach would be less suitable because the purpose is not to test one existing leadership theory, but to understand how employees define effective leadership in small restaurants in Wales.
In line with the interpretivist philosophy and inductive logic, the study will use a qualitative methodology. Qualitative research is well suited to studies that aim to understand meanings, experiences and opinions rather than measure variables numerically (Gray, 2021). In this case, the research focuses on employees’ perceptions of leadership, which are likely to be shaped by workplace culture, relationships with managers and the pressures of restaurant work.
The proposed method of data collection is semi-structured interviews, as they provide a balance between structure and flexibility. The researcher can prepare key questions linked to the research objectives while still allowing participants to discuss their experiences in their own words (Patton, 2015). Interviews are particularly useful in leadership research because they allow employees to explain what they consider effective or ineffective behaviour and give examples from practice.
A quantitative survey was considered but not selected as the main method. Although surveys can reach a larger sample, they would restrict participants to predetermined questions and scaled responses. This would be less effective for exploring the meaning employees attach to behaviours such as communication, fairness and support. Observation was also rejected because it would be time-consuming and would not necessarily reveal employees’ private views of leadership. Semi-structured interviews are therefore the most suitable method for this proposal.
The target population will consist of employees working in small independent restaurants in Wales. Participants should have at least six months’ experience in their current workplace so that they have had sufficient exposure to management practices and workplace culture. A sample of approximately eight to ten employees is considered appropriate for a small-scale undergraduate study because it is manageable while still allowing rich qualitative data to be collected.
The study will use purposive sampling, which involves selecting participants because they possess knowledge or experience relevant to the research question (Patton, 2015). Purposive sampling is appropriate because the study specifically requires employees who have direct experience working in small restaurants and interacting with managers on a regular basis. A random sample would be less suitable because it could include individuals with limited relevant experience or from businesses outside the scope of the study.
Once the interviews have been completed, the data will be analysed using thematic analysis. Braun and Clarke (2022) describe thematic analysis as a method for identifying and interpreting patterns of meaning within qualitative data. This approach is suitable because the study seeks to explore recurring ideas about effective leadership from employees’ perspectives. The process will involve coding interview data, grouping similar ideas into broader themes and interpreting those themes in relation to the research question.
Ethical considerations are important because the study involves employees discussing leadership within their workplaces. Participants will receive an information sheet explaining the purpose of the study and their right to withdraw before analysis begins. Informed consent will be obtained before participation, while confidentiality and anonymity will be protected through pseudonyms and the removal of identifying details. Data will be stored securely in line with the university's ethical requirements.
The study also has several limitations. The sample will be small, meaning that the findings will not be statistically generalisable to all restaurant employees in Wales. Interview data will also rely on participants’ memories and personal interpretations, which may introduce subjectivity. In addition, some participants may moderate their responses if they are concerned about criticising managers, even where anonymity is guaranteed. These limitations do not invalidate the study, but they should be acknowledged when interpreting the findings.

[bookmark: _Toc233408781]4. Project Plan and Timeline
The proposed research is expected to take place over a six-month period. During the first month, the researcher will refine the research topic, conduct an initial literature review and finalise the research aim, objectives and research question. This stage provides the foundation for the remainder of the project by establishing the theoretical direction of the study and ensuring that the research focus remains realistic and academically relevant. The second month will concentrate on developing the research methodology in more detail, preparing the interview questions and beginning the university ethical approval process.
The third month will focus on participant recruitment and securing access to suitable employees working in small restaurants in Wales. At the same time, the ethical approval process is expected to be completed. Data collection through semi-structured interviews will take place across the third and fourth months, depending on participant availability and the practical challenges of arranging interviews around restaurant working hours. Once the interviews have been completed, the remainder of the fourth month will be used for transcription of the interview data.
The fifth month will be dedicated to coding the transcripts and conducting thematic analysis in order to identify recurring patterns relating to employees’ perceptions of effective leadership. This stage is central to the study because it will allow the researcher to move from individual accounts towards broader themes that address the research question. Finally, the sixth month will focus on writing up the findings, reviewing the discussion, editing the dissertation and preparing the final submission. A Gantt chart is included in the appendix to provide a clear visual overview of the proposed research schedule and the main stages of the project.
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