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Developing effective leadership

Ten industry leaders speak about leadership from their experience and give advice for 
aspiring leaders.

What makes an effective leader? Where do they learn their skills? 
What advice do leaders have for aspiring leaders? These are just 

some of the questions important for those developing careers in the tour-
ism and hospitality industry. And it is these questions that provided the 
rationale for undertaking the current research into leadership excellence.

This study, undertaken in Hong Kong, explores the development 
of effective leadership in the tourism industry from the perspective of 
current industry leaders. As the tourism industry is dominated by ser-
vices and experiences, employees play an essential role in the delivery 
of a quality product. In order to motivate and gain the best performance 
from employees, the role of effective leaders and managers is crucial. 

Using in-depth interviews, the study recorded conversations 
with 10 highly respected Hong Kong-based industry leaders. Sectors 
represented include hotel chains and associations, travel agencies, the 
conference and exhibition sector, etc. Interviewees had considerable 
industry experience, both in Hong Kong and internationally, ranging 
from 19 years to 43 years. Prior to their current position in a specific sec-
tor, more than half of the sample had also gained experience in one or 
more other sectors of the tourism industry. Nine of the 10 interviewees 
were male.

What makes an effective leader?
There is an on-going debate as to whether being a leader is an innate 
ability or it is something that can be taught in the classroom and/or 
workplace. Our leaders stated that effective leadership was the result 
of many different aspects. From the many comments provided, eight 
themes were evident. These are:

Business knowledge: thorough knowledge of the various as-
pects and levels of the particular company’s operation in addition to an 
in-depth understanding of the broader business environment and po-
tential impacts on the company was essential to lead effectively. This is 
necessary not only to make sound business decisions but also to ensure 
management’s and subordinates’ confidence in an individual’s leader-
ship abilities. 

Determination: a requisite characteristic of an effective leader, ne-
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cessitating clear goals and objectives, and an ability and desire to iden-
tify ways to achieve them, regardless of the obstacles and challenges 
posed. 

Being open-minded: refers to the need to (1) be able to make a 
decision and listen to others, (2) be open-minded and (3) have an abil-
ity to incorporate the views of others into the decision-making. Being 
open-minded and listening to alternative views was seen as an impor-
tant means to ensure the support of the team leaders inevitably work 
with, as it demonstrates an understanding that a leader cannot work in 
isolation but can only be successful with the support of his/her team.

Team support, respect and ability to admit mistakes: these 
themes were identified by our leaders as vital requisites for an effective 
leader. Linked to the need for support from one’s team is the need for a 
leader to gain respect from the various people in the organisation and 
the wider business community. The issue of respect is related to that 
of trust which is essential for leaders to have, whether it is from their 
superiors or subordinates. One way to gain respect and trust was 
perceived as particularly important, that is, a leader’s ability to admit 
mistakes and failures.  

Communication skills and a sense of humour: excellent 
communication skills, having a sense of humour and having fun 
with the work in general were the final themes to emerge for a 
leader to be effective.

Where do leaders learn their skills?
Three key themes emerged from the interviews.

Learn from personal experience: Each of the leaders indicated 
that they had learned from direct personal experience. Substantial ex-
perience of engaging in a variety of jobs and handling a wide range of 
situations had all contributed to developing management and leader-
ship skills. Learning from experience was acknowledged as a difficult 
task, as inevitably mistakes are made along the way. 

Learn from others: This was seen as critical, learning leadership 
skills by observing and working with others. Two possible ways were 
identified. First, valuable skills may be obtained informally and indirectly 
when engaging in a range of different jobs. Second, learning from oth-
ers may be more formalised by drawing on the experience and support 
of a mentor. 

Draw on innate skills: Several leaders stated their belief that 
there are people who do have innate leadership potential and skills that 
make them more likely to be in leadership positions throughout their 
careers. The suggestion is that while leadership skills can to a certain 
extent be taught and honed further through experience, certain indi-
viduals, on the basis of their personality, are more likely than others to 
become leaders in their field. 

Advice for aspiring leaders
Three broad themes emerged here.
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Have a strong passion for the industry: The need for a strong 
passion and enthusiasm for the industry was crucial. In view of the con-
siderable number of hours spent on the job, and the various challenges 
that inevitably are to be faced, a passion for the job and the industry, 
and a desire to connect with people, and serve and make customers 
happy were perceived as absolutely essential. The following two quotes 
illustrate this further:

They [leaders] have got to like their profession . . . they have got 
to be an extrovert, not an introvert, and be a “people person”. . . . 
It’s very lively in a hotel, people who work in the office every day 
have to do paperwork; some people don’t like that, some people 
want to be on their feet all the time.

Think carefully about whether you really like this industry. If 
you are not interested in this industry, the job will be very hard 
and you won’t be very successful.

Learn as much as possible about the industry/business: 
Consistent with the key requirement for effective leaders to possess a 
thorough knowledge of the organisation and the industry is the advice 
to learn as much as possible about the various aspects of the business, 
from a wide variety of sources, and also about the people and interper-
sonal skills, given the industry’s people-orientation. According to two of 
the leaders:

The most effective leader is going to be a leader that truly un-
derstands the business they are leading and the people they are 
leading.

Get relevant work experience as soon as you can because if this 
is the industry you want to be in, get to know more, get to know 
through internship, get to know through a seasonal position, 
work summer or holiday jobs, start from the ground up.

Be prepared to work hard: The value of hard work was empha-
sised by the vast majority of our interviewees, evidenced by the follow-
ing two comments:

Don’t be afraid of hard work. Don’t think that it is hard so I 
don’t want to do it. Actually in any business, not only the travel 
business, for those who are young and just entering the industry, 
they have to remember that they have to work very hard, they 
have to be willing to work hard . . . to know more and be open.

One very simple rule is whether you are willing to serve people, 
whether you have this kind of attitude to serve people and 
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whether you are keen or like this kind of job because if you want 
to be successful in the future, you have to invest your time and 
work hard.

The dominant advice for those aspiring to become leaders in the 
tourism industry is make an honest assessment of the personal desire to 
work in a demanding and challenging people/service-oriented industry. 
Given the substantial time and effort required, there is no room for a 
half-hearted approach to the business. 

The future development of leaders
Taking the view of industry leaders outlined in this research, what 
should be done in order to develop future leaders? First, learning 
to be an effective leader comes primarily from experience. Apart 
from learning from personal experience, learning from others was also 
perceived as valuable; learning not only from those who have done a job 
well but equally so from those who did not perform well and therefore 
served as an example of how not to approach specific problems and/or 
challenges. Supportive mentors were also considered valuable. 

Second, the importance of working with and leading a team of tal-
ented and motivated staff was apparent. It was perceived as essential 
to be open-minded and determined with strong communication 
skills, and an ability to recognise and admit to failures and weak-
nesses, thereby gaining respect and support from the team. These 
traits were in addition to having a sound knowledge of the organisation 
and the industry at large. 

Third, regardless of specific traits and skills, it was seen as impera-
tive to be enthusiastic and passionate about the tourism industry, and to 
have a genuine desire and commitment to providing quality service for  
customers. Thus, new entrants to the industry should carefully con-
sider whether or not the industry is a good fit and a correct career 
choice for them, as without passion and enthusiasm it will be hard 
to succeed and become an effective industry leader. 

Finally, the research has highlighted that there is no one unique 
formula for effective leadership, but rather it is developed over time and 
dependent on learning from a range of different experiences and people. 
Giving passionate individuals room to learn by experience in their 
career development is perhaps ultimately how future leaders can 
be developed. 
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