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Analysing different approaches to leadership within the hotel industry requires a comprehensive understanding of various leadership theories and their applications. The essay critically examines and compares the effectiveness of different leadership approaches and models within the context of leading hotel chains like Marriott, Hyatt, Corinthia, Premier Inn, Accor, Hilton, Travelodge, and Britannia Hotels. Additionally, it links the effectiveness of the models discussed to the four main functions of management: planning, organising, leading, and controlling, and it shows how various models support or hinder the achievement of operational goals and KPIs within the hotel industry.
Leadership is defined in various ways, including in terms of individual characteristics, leader behaviour, interaction patterns, role relationships, follower perceptions, and influence on goals and organisational culture. While most definitions involve an influence process, the numerous definitions of leadership differ in significant aspects, such as who exerts influence, the purpose of influence attempts, and how influence is exerted (Yukl, 1989; Burns, 2011).
The Managerial Grid, explained by Robert R. Blake and Jane S. Mouton clasifies leadership styles based on two factors: concern for production and concern for people. The grid outlines five styles: impoverished, country club, authority-obedience, middle-of-the-road, and team management (Daft, 2008; Burns, 2011). In the hotel industry, Marriott’s leadership often exemplifies the team management approach. Marriott emphasises both employee satisfaction and productivity, fostering a culture of collaboration and teamwork (Amire, 2022; Marriott, 2024). This approach is effective as it aligns with the industry’s focus on customer service and guest satisfaction. Conversely, a leadership style characterised by authority-obedience, such as in some traditional management structures, results in employee dissatisfaction and turnover, ultimately affecting the guest experience (Boddy, 2017).
John Adair’s Action-Centred Leadership model (Adair, 1984) emphasises balancing the task, team, and individual needs. According to Adair, effective leadership involves achieving this balance while ensuring the accomplishment of objectives. Premier Inn, known for its efficient operations and guest satisfaction, often employs Adair’s model effectively. Leaders at Premier Inn focus on task accomplishment while valuing teamwork and individual development (Premier Inn, 2024). This balanced approach contributes to the chain’s success in delivering consistent service quality.
McGregor’s Theory X assumes that employees inherently dislike work and must be coerced or controlled, while Theory Y suggests that employees are intrinsically motivated and can be self-directed (Robbins & Coulter, 2018; Buchanan & Huczynski, 2019). Hyatt Hotels, known for its employee-centric culture, embodies Theory Y leadership. Hyatt fosters a motivated workforce committed to delivering exceptional guest experiences by empowering employees and providing opportunities for growth and autonomy (Hyatt, 2022). In contrast, a Theory X approach, characterised by micromanagement and rigid control, often leads to disengagement and reduced productivity, impacting service quality (CIPD, 2023).
Fiedler’s Contingency Model (Fiedler, 1967) realises that effective leadership depends on matching a leader’s style and the circumstances. It tags leaders as task or relationship-oriented, with situational favourability determining the most effective style (Mullins, 2019; Daft, 2008). Corinthia Hotels, known for their luxurious offerings and personalised service, often require a relationship-oriented leadership approach. Leaders at Corinthia focus on building strong relationships with guests and employees to ensure exceptional experiences (Corinthia, 2024). Conversely, a task-oriented approach may be more suitable when efficiency and productivity are paramount, such as in budget hotel chains like Premier Inn.
Hersey and Blanchard’s Situational Leadership Theory (Hersey & Blanchard, 1993) suggests that effective leadership varies based on the readiness level of followers. The model emphasises the significance of cultivating employees’ skills, self-confidence, and dedication (Daft, 2008). The development occurs by adjusting leadership behaviour through four stages: directing, coaching, supporting, and delegating (id.; Mullins, 2019). With its diverse portfolio catering to various market segments, Accor Hotels employs a flexible leadership approach aligned with Hersey and Blanchard’s theory. Leaders at Accor adapt their style based on the needs and capabilities of their teams, ensuring optimal performance and guest satisfaction (Accor Group, 2024).
The Vroom-Jago Contingency Model focuses on decision-making processes, suggesting that the effectiveness of decision-making depends on situational factors such as the importance of the decision and the level of team support (Daft, 2008). With its global presence and complex organisational structure, Hilton Hotels often requires a participative decision-making approach. Leaders at Hilton involve relevant stakeholders in decision-making processes, fostering buy-in and commitment to organisational goals (Huckestein & Duboff, 1999; 2022). However, a directive decision-making style may be more appropriate in time-sensitive situations requiring immediate action( Daft, 2008; Burns, 2011).
The Vertical Dyad Linkage Model emphasises the importance of leader-member exchanges, suggesting leaders develop unique relationships with employees based on trust, respect, and mutual influence (Burns, 1978; Daft, 2008). Successful leaders like those at Marriott in the hotel industry prioritise building strong dyadic relationships with employees. By investing in individualised support and development, Marriott fosters employee loyalty and commitment, ultimately enhancing guest satisfaction and loyalty.
The Behavioural Approach to leadership focuses on observable behaviours, categorising leaders based on their actions rather than inherent traits. This approach includes styles such as autocratic, democratic, and laissez-faire leadership (Buchanan & Huczynski, 2019). Within the hotel industry, democratic leadership is often preferred, as it encourages employee involvement and fosters a collaborative work environment. Hilton’s leadership, for instance, values input from employees at all levels, empowering them to contribute ideas and solutions to improve guest experiences.
The Trait Approach to leadership admits that effective leaders have certain essential traits such as intelligence, charisma, and decisiveness (Buchanan & Huczynski, 2019; Daft, 2008). While traits may influence leadership effectiveness, the trait approach has limitations in predicting leadership success, particularly in dynamic industries like hospitality (Mullins & Dossor, 2013). The approach is overly simplistic and fails to acknowledge the individuals ability to cultivate and enhance their leadership abilities over time (Needup, 2023). Nonetheless, leadership effectiveness in the hotel industry is often influenced by traits, skills, and behaviours tailored to each organisation’s specific context and challenges (Mullins, 2019; Daft, 2008). With shifting demoraphics in labour market and increasing diversity learders face new chalenges (Nepedup, 2023). 
Senior management at Premier Inn typically exhibits traits such as strategic vision, customer focus, and operational excellence. They prioritise efficiency and consistency in service delivery, emphasising employee training and development to maintain high standards (Premier Inn, 2024). Behaviours include fostering a culture of continuous improvement and empowering employees to exceed guest expectations.

Leadership at Travelodge may emphasise traits such as adaptability, cost-consciousness, and innovation (Travelodge, 2024). Senior management focuses on maximising profitability through streamlined operations and cost-effective solutions. Behaviours include implementing efficient processes, leveraging technology, and seeking opportunities for expansion and growth.

Senior management at Hilton often exhibits traits of inclusivity, innovation, and global perspective. They prioritise diversity and inclusion initiatives, sustainability practices, and technological innovation to enhance guest experiences (Hilton, 2022; 2024). Behaviours include fostering a collaborative and inclusive culture, investing in employee development, and leveraging data analytics to drive decision-making (Burns, 2011; Daft, 2008).

Leadership at Marriott emphasises traits such as resilience, adaptability, and customer-centricity. Senior management focuses on brand differentiation, market expansion, and guest loyalty programs to drive growth and profitability (Marriott, 2024). Behaviours include leveraging digital platforms, personalising guest experiences, and adopting a culture of accountability and integrity.

Senior management at Holiday Inn exhibits teamwork, flexibility, and community engagement traits. To differentiate their brand, they prioritise guest satisfaction, employee well-being, and community involvement (Holiday Inn, 2024). Behaviours include implementing service standards, supporting local initiatives, and fostering a collaborative work environment.

Leadership at Novotel may emphasise traits such as creativity, cultural sensitivity, and collaboration. Senior management focuses on design innovation, culinary excellence, and sustainability practices to appeal to diverse guest segments (Accor Group, 2024). Behaviours include promoting cross-functional partnerships, investing in design aesthetics, and implementing eco-friendly initiatives.

Leadership at Britannia Hotels demonstrate decisiveness, cost-control, and risk-taking traits. Senior management focuses on value-driven offerings, cost-effective operations, and strategic acquisitions to maintain competitiveness (Britannia Hotels, 2024). Behaviours include optimising revenue streams, managing expenses rigorously, and capitalising on market opportunities.

Senior management at Ibis emphasises efficiency, simplicity, and standardisation traits. They prioritise operational efficiency, brand consistency, and digital innovation to enhance guest satisfaction (Ibis, 2024). Behaviours include streamlining processes, implementing technology solutions, and ensuring adherence to brand standards.
Next, the essay discusses how different leadership approaches impact effectiveness in achieving operational goals and KPIs within the hotel industry and how effective leadership supports the four main functions of management: planning, organising, leading and controlling. 
Extensive research on leadership effectiveness has produced contradictory and inconclusive results. According to Stogdill (cited in Yukl, 1989), who reviewed over 3000 studies in 1974 and concluded that the findings were “bewildering” and the “endless accumulation” of research was not conclusive.
Transformational leadership inspires and empowers employees to achieve organisational goals (Mullins, 2019). This approach can effectively drive employee engagement, innovation, and service excellence, improving operational performance and KPIs. Marriott International is known for its transformational leadership approach. Under the leadership of CEO Arne Sorenson (before his passing), Marriott focused on inspiring and empowering employees to deliver exceptional guest experiences (Marriott, 2024). Sorenson emphasised a shared vision of hospitality excellence, encouraging employees to innovate and adapt to changing guest preferences (id.). As a result, Marriott has consistently achieved high guest satisfaction ratings and maintained its position as a leading global hotel chain.

Servant leadership focuses on attending others needs, including employees, customers, and stakeholders (Mullins. 2019). By prioritising employee growth, empowerment, and well-being, servant leadership can foster a positive organisational culture and enhance employee fulfillment, efficiency, and retention, ultimately contributing to operational success. Hampton by Hilton, a brand within the Hilton portfolio, exemplifies servant leadership principles. General managers at Hampton Properties prioritise the needs of their team members, ensuring they have the resources and support necessary to excel in their roles (Hilton, 2022). By fostering a culture of servant leadership, Hampton by Hilton has achieved high employee satisfaction scores and low turnover rates, contributing to operational efficiency and guest loyalty.

Transactional leadership focuses on contingent rewards and punishment to motivate employees (Mullins, 2019). Unlike transformational leadership, transactional leadership appeals to employees’ self-interest through a mutually dependent exchange relationship rather than motivating higher commitment (Burns, 2011). While this approach can effectively achieve short-term operational goals and KPIs, it may not foster long-term employee engagement or innovation. Some budget hotel chains, such as Premier Inn, apply transactional leadership principles to achieve operational goals. Managers at Premier Inn use contingent rewards, such as bonuses or recognition, to incentivise employees to meet performance targets (Premier Inn, 2024), such as occupancy rates or revenue per available room (RevPAR). While this approach can drive short-term results, it may not necessarily foster long-term employee engagement or innovation (Boddy, 2017).
Authentic leadership highlights self-awareness, transparency, and integrity. By modelling authenticity and ethical behaviour, authentic leaders can build trust, credibility, and loyalty among employees, customers, and stakeholders (Robbins & Coulter, 2018; Burns, 2011), ultimately contributing to operational success and sustainability (Buchanan & Huczynsky, 2019; Mullins, 2019). The Ritz-Carlton Hotel Company is renowned for its authentic leadership culture. Leaders at The Ritz-Carlton embody the organisation’s core values of service excellence, integrity, and accountability. By modelling authenticity and ethical behaviour, Ritz-Carlton leaders build trust and loyalty among employees and guests alike (Ritz-Carlton, 2024). This authentic leadership approach has contributed to The Ritz-Carlton’s reputation for unparalleled luxury and service.
Distributed leadership involves shared decision-making and responsibility among team members (Mullins, 2019; Gronn & Salas, 2004). Gronn and Salas suggest that collective leadership is more important than individual leadership. (id.). This approach can enhance collaboration, creativity, and agility, supporting organisations to adapt to shifting market conditions and achieve operational goals and KPIs more effectively. Accor Hotels utilises a distributed leadership model across its global portfolio of brands, including Sofitel, Novotel, and Ibis. General managers at Accor Properties are empowered to make decisions autonomously within a framework of shared values and strategic objectives. The distributed leadership approach promotes agility and innovation (Mullins, 2019), effectively adapting Accor to diverse market conditions and customer preferences.
In conclusion, leadership traits and behaviours vary across hotel chains, reflecting diverse organisational cultures, strategic priorities, and market dynamics (Burns, 2011). While each leadership approach has its strengths and limitations, effective leadership in the hospitality industry requires a combination of strategic vision, customer focus, employee engagement, and operational excellence (Mullins and Dossor, 2013; EHL Insights, 2024). Senior management can drive sustainable growth, profitability, and guest satisfaction by leveraging the most appropriate leadership approaches and behaviours in a competitive market environment (Burns, 2011; Daft, 2008).
In these examples, different leadership approaches are linked to the effectiveness of hotel operations and the achievement of key performance indicators (KPIs). So, various hotels and hotel chains can employ different leadership approaches to achieve operational excellence and business success and effectively support their management functions. Effective leadership in the hotel industry involves strategic planning to anticipate market trends, guest preferences, and competitive pressures and to set the overall business direction (Boddy, 2017). Leaders must develop long-term strategies to drive growth and innovation while addressing short-term operational challenges.
Leadership is crucial in organising hotel operations, including staffing, resource allocation, and process optimisation. Effective leaders structure teams and workflows to maximise efficiency and service quality (Burn, 2011). Leadership directly influences employee motivation, engagement, and performance (Robbins & Coulter, 2018). Effective leaders inspire and empower teams to deliver exceptional guest experiences while fostering a positive organisational culture (Burns, 2011). Research has endeavoured to rationalise how leaders select communication channels to boost communication effectiveness (Lengel and Daft, 1998). The very selection of a communication channel can transmit a symbolic message (id.; Robbins & Coulter, 2018). Symbols constitute an essential instrument in communication. Face-to-face interactions with leaders are perceived as a manifestation of concern and collaboration, according to Webster & Trevino (1995).
Leadership also involves monitoring performance metrics, guest feedback, and operational KPIs to ensure alignment with organisational goals. Effective leaders implement control mechanisms to identify issues proactively and implement corrective actions as needed.
In conclusion, leadership effectiveness in the hotel industry is influenced by various factors, comprising leadership styles, situational dynamics, and organisational culture. While no single approach is universally applicable, successful hotel chains leverage a combination of leadership theories and practices tailored to their unique contexts and challenges. By aligning leadership strategies with the four functions of management, hotel leaders can drive sustainable growth, operational excellence, and guest satisfaction in an increasingly competitive market.
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