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Abstract

The UK F&B hospitality sector recently faced challenges such as issues with employee motivation, stress, and
retention, but previous research suggested empathetic leadership may help address these challenges. This study
explored UK F&B hospitality employees’ experiences of their leaders’ empathetic abilities using a semi-
structured interview design and analysed the data using reflexive thematic analysis. The researchers interviewed
10 participants and generated five main themes: Behaviours of empathetic leadership; Employee beliefs about
empathetic leadership; Performance benefits of empathetic leadership; Structural and organisational
implementations of empathetic leadership; and Unempathetic leadership. Our findings suggested participants
experienced leaders with empathetic abilities positively and attributed positive outcomes like enhanced
retention, loyalty, motivation and productivity to empathetic leadership, which largely aligned with existing
research. Future research could focus on the effects of empathetic leadership on specific constructs like burnout,
potential negative effects of empathetic leadership, adopt experimental designs and focus on managers’
experiences of empathetic leadership.
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1. Introduction

According to research by Ignite Economics (2023) using data from the Office for National Statistics, the
hospitality industry was the third largest employer in the United Kingdom (UK) in 2022, directly employing
around 3.5 million people and indirectly employing another 3 million. In terms of economic output, the general
hospitality industry directly generated over £93bn of Gross Value Added to the UK economy and an additional
£121bn indirectly. The Accommodation and food sector, which included the food and beverage (F&B) sector,
was the largest sector within the wider hospitality industry, accounting for over 2.5 million jobs and around
£75bn of Gross Value Added (Ignite Economics, 2023). Despite its size and importance to the economy, the
hospitality industry in the UK has been facing challenges stemming from the consequences of the Covid
pandemic, Brexit, inflation and supply chain issues which has impacted employee motivation, performance,
stress, burnout and retention (Dowell et al., 2023; Kumodji, 2024).

Existing research suggested empathetic leadership could enhance employee resilience, performance and
retention, which could potentially help address the issues currently facing the UK F&B hospitality sector (e.g.
Kock et al., 2019; Muss et al., 2025; Wibowo & Paramita, 2022). While there was a lack of consensus in the
literature on the definition of empathy, this paper adopted Clark et al.’s (2019) multi-dimensional definition of
empathy, which viewed empathy as three separate but interacting components: cognitive; affective; and
behavioural. The cognitive component of empathy involves understanding others’ internal states, the affective
component refers to the ability to share congruent affective states with others, and the behavioural component
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involves engaging in verbal and non-verbal empathetic behaviours such as active listening and mirroring of
body language or facial expression (Clark et al., 2019). Leadership on the other hand can be defined as a
process where individuals guide and influence others by inspiring, motivating, supporting or otherwise directing
them towards working together to achieve shared organisational goals (Jones & George, 2019).

Considering these definitions of empathy and leadership, this study conceptualised empathetic
leadership by drawing on Kock et al.’s (2019) empathetic leadership framework. Kock et al. (2019) defined
empathetic leadership as a leader’s ability to understand a follower’s situation, their willingness to care about
the situation, and can be displayed through a combination of both words and action. Empathetic leadership is
therefore characterised by leaders regularly asking followers if they are in need of empathy, signalling to
followers they care about them and will provide help if possible, providing followers with feelings of safety,
and tailoring their management approach to suit individual followers’ strengths and preferences (Kock et al.,
2019). A final note on the terminology used in this paper, while the terms ‘leader’ and ‘follower’ are commonly
used in the general leadership literature (e.g. Kock et al., 2019; Muss et al., 2025; Wibowo & Paramita, 2022;
etc.), this paper will also use the terms ‘Manager’ for ‘leader’ and ‘employee’ for ‘follower’ when discussing
leaders and followers specifically within the F&B hospitality context as these terms are more common in the
hospitality context professionally and in the hospitality literature (e.g. Adu et al., 2024; Mistry et al., 2022; etc.).

Given the importance of the F&B hospitality sector in the UK, the challenges facing the sector, and the
potential relevance and benefits of empathetic leadership, this study aimed to explore F&B hospitality
employees’ experiences of empathetic ability in their leaders. This study hoped to inform future research in this
area and inform upper and middle management in the UK F&B hospitality sector about how their employees
might experience empathy in leaders, providing valuable industry-specific evidence which may help influence
management decisions. The research question for this study was as follows: How do F&B hospitality employees
experience their leaders’ empathetic ability?

2. Literature Review

As this paper drew from Kock et al.’s (2019) framework of empathetic leadership, it is worth reviewing
their research in more detail. Using a survey design on a sample of 257 participants from a private motor coach
charter company located in the southwest United States, Kock et al. (2019) found that empathetic leadership
positively impacts follower job performance through positively moderating job satisfaction and job innovation.
While Kock et al.’s (2019) results seemed promising, their results may not be directly generalisable for UK
F&B hospitality contexts and they acknowledged more research on empathetic leadership is needed across a
variety of settings. Kock et al. (2019) also urged further development of the theoretical base for empathetic
leadership, for which qualitative research could be especially useful. Although grounded theory is generally the
qualitative analysis technique associated with theory development, some have argued thematic analysis can also
effectively contribute to theory development (Charmaz, 2016; Christou, 2022; Khokhar et al., 2020).

A recent systematic review by Muss et al. (2025) on the effects of empathetic leaders in organisations
analysed 42 studies from 28 peer-reviewed articles published between 2009 and 2022. Muss et al. (2025) found
empathetic leadership had positive effects across a range of outcomes including: positive affect (emotional
states) for organisations as a whole, for followers, and for leaders themselves; positive follower attitudes
towards leaders and job satisfaction; increased followers’ empathy for each other, increased equity and fairness
behaviour in leaders; improved interpersonal relationships between leaders and followers as well as
interpersonal organisational citizenship behaviour (voluntary behaviours beyond formal job roles that support
organisational effectiveness and a positive social work environment); improved quality of various leadership
practices including transformational leadership, ethical leadership, responsible leadership, and servant
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leadership; improved perception in followers of oneself, others and leaders which in turn enhanced follower
loyalty and psychological safety; follower and team performance; and enhanced mental and somatic wellbeing.

While Muss et al. (2025) found mostly positive effects of empathetic leadership, they also found a
minority of studies reported negative effects, including potential preferential treatment for needy followers,
potential negative impacts on market reactions, and higher likelihood of non-compliance of policies
disadvantageous to followers like wage reductions (Blader & Rothman, 2014; Dietz & Kleinlogel, 2014;
Jancenelle, 2021). Although, non-compliance of wage cuts would only be perceived as negative depending on
the perspective. Nonetheless, this systematic review did have several limitations which may have resulted in the
exclusion of relevant studies and selection bias, including limiting studies to those published in English and
German, those published in peer-reviewed journals, and not using synonyms for empathy. Furthermore, this
systematic review found only one study in the food industry and only two studies with interview designs,
indicating a gap in the literature for qualitative interview design studies exploring empathetic leadership in the
F&B hospitality industry (Muss et al., 2025).

Focusing more on literature within the hospitality industry in particular, a recent study by Mohd-
Shamsudin et al. (2024) employing a sample of 240 customer service employees in the United Arab Emirate
(UAE) hospitality industry found empathetic leadership can effectively mitigate the negative effects of job
stress on employees’ perception of performance difficulties, hence indirectly improving employees’ ability to
solve problems for customers. However, Mohd-Shamsudin et al. (2024) also noted the limited number of
studies on empathetic leadership and especially the need for further research in this area across the different
hospitality sectors. Moreover, their sample was solely recruited from the UAE and so their findings may not be
directly generalisable to a UK hospitality population (Mohd-Shamsudin et al., 2024). Nonetheless, both job
stress and performance issues were highlighted as problems facing the UK hospitality sector and Mohd-
Shamsudin et al.’s (2024) findings suggested empathetic leadership is worth investigating further as a potential
part of the solution (Dowell et al., 2023; Kumodji, 2024).

Another study by Stoyanova-Bozhkova et al. (2022), one of the few using qualitative methods, explored
emotional intelligence (EI) as a competitive advantage for tourism and hospitality managers, they
conceptualised empathy as a core component of EI along with self-awareness, self-regulation, self-motivation
and social competence. Stoyanova-Bozhkova et al.’s (2022) sample consisted of 14 middle-managers in small
and micro hospitality and tourism businesses in the UK and their findings suggested EI could potentially be
operationalised by managers to improve employee happiness, satisfaction, engagement and productivity. In
particular, participants who considered themselves as high in empathy reported more motivated and productive
employees. However, Stoyanova-Bozhkova et al. (2022) found this potential was largely unfulfilled as
companies only encouraged utilising EI for external customers rather than their own employees and participants
reported issues including unhappy and dissatisfied employees with burnout, high turnover and poor customer
service, which they believed stemmed from having limited resources to motivate employees who were often
treated as replaceable rather than valuable and had limited opportunities for career progression. While
Stoyanova-Bozhkova et al.’s (2022) findings suggested empathy could play a key role in helping tourism and
hospitality managers address the issues mentioned above and ultimately improve business performance, their
study focused only on the managers’ experiences and did not consider the employees’ perspective. Furthermore,
they explored empathy as one of five components of EI and their study did not focus exclusively on empathy,
which as the above discussed literature suggested is worthy of in-depth exploration on its own (Stoyanova-
Bozhkova et al., 2022).

Considering the literature reviewed above, there appears to be a scarcity of research on the topic of
empathetic leadership in the hospitality industry, especially research employing qualitative interview designs
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and focusing on UK F&B hospitality employees’ experiences. Therefore, this study aimed to contribute towards
covering this gap in the literature by qualitatively exploring UK F&B hospitality employees’ experiences of
their leaders’ empathetic abilities.

3. Methods
3.1 Participants and Sampling

This study involved 10 participants who were frontline F&B hospitality employees aged between 22 to
45 based in British cities including London (n=8), Manchester (n=1) and Reading (n=1). The sample contained
an equal number of males (n=5) and females (n=5) who worked in a variety of F&B contexts including fast
food chains (n=3), independent restaurants (n=4), and cafés (n=3). The participants held frontline hospitality
F&B employee roles including waitstaff (n=3), sous chef (n=1), and customer service assistants (n=6). To
protect the privacy and anonymity of participants, no other demographic data was collected. All participants
were recruited using purposive sampling through a post uploaded on the business and employment-oriented
social networking platform LinkedIn. The data generated from interviews with these 10 participants were
deemed to have achieved sufficient information power by the researchers using the model for ascertaining
sample sizes for qualitative studies outlined by Malterud et al. (2016). This was due to the relatively narrow aim
and dense specificity of the study focusing only on the UK F&B context from the employees’ perspectives as
well as being informed by the existing theoretical framework on empathetic leadership by Kock et al. (2019)
and relatively strong quality of dialogue in the interviews. Considering these dimensions of information factor
together with the cross-case analysis strategy aimed at uncovering realistic and pragmatic descriptions of the
phenomena, Malterud et al. (2016) suggested a sample size of six to ten would be sufficient.

3.2 Data Collection and Analysis

This study followed a qualitative approach and utilised a semi-structured interview design within an
interpretivist paradigm, allowing researchers to explore participants’ experiences in depth. An interview guide
was developed which included questions mainly covering topics such as participants’ definition of empathetic
leadership, their previous experiences with empathetic as well as unempathetic leaders and conflict resolution.
In accordance with the semi-structured interview design, the interview guide was used flexibly and the
interviewer followed the participants’ experiencing using follow up questions. Interviews were conducted online
via video conferencing on Microsoft Teams, lasting between 30 and 45 minutes each. This method was chosen
for accessibility, convenience, and the ability to establish rapport in a comfortable environment. While
interviewing through video conferencing may have presented challenges such as participant engagement,
technical reliability and accurately interpreting non-verbal communication, the researchers did not notice any
problems with this format during interviews. Furthermore, the researchers had no prior experience in the F&B
industry and approached data collection and analysis from an outsider perspective. Ethical approval for the
study was granted by the Angela Ruskin University London School Research Ethics Panel and ethical
guidelines were adhered to throughout.

All interviews were conducted, audio-recorded and later transcribed orthographically by the second
author. Transcription was considered a key part of the analytic process, not just turning spoken words into
written data but a way of familiarising with the data and an interpretative process constructing meaning (Bird,
2005). The transcripts were then analysed using reflexive thematic analysis guided by the approaches of Braun
and Clarke (2006) and Byrne (2022). This analysis method was consistent with the researchers’ interpretivist
epistemological stance, focusing on interpreting participants’ lived experiences of empathy from their leaders
and their expectations and beliefs around empathetic leadership.
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The thematic analysis was done collaboratively between the two researchers to achieve a richer
interpretation (Byrne, 2022). The second author familiarised themselves with the data through conducting the
interviews, transcription and rereading the transcripts, the first author became familiar with the data through
reading and rereading the transcripts. Each researcher independently coded the transcripts and developed
themes from these codes as patterns were identified, before finally reviewing, defining, and naming the themes.
The two researchers then discussed the codes and themes that each generated and reached a consensus on the
final codes and themes together. Coding and all other steps in the analysis process were conducted on Microsoft
Word.

4. Results

The researchers developed five themes, in alphabetical order, the first was behaviours of empathetic
leadership, with subthemes: adjustments and support, empathetic conflict resolution; fostering supportive, open
and psychologically safe work environments; and genuine listening and understanding. The second was
employee beliefs about empathetic leadership. The third was performance benefits of empathetic leadership,
with the subthemes: employee motivation, engagement and productivity benefits; employee retention benefits;
and teamwork benefits. The fourth was structural and organisational implementations of empathetic leadership
with the subthemes: empathy as company value; and empathy training for leaders. The fifth was unempathetic
leadership with the subthemes: consequences of unempathetic leadership; and unempathetic conflict resolution.
These themes and subthemes were each interconnected, see Figure 1 for a theme map visualising the potential
connections and relationships between these themes and subthemes.

Figure 1.
Theme Map of F&B Hospitality Employee’s Experiences of Empathetic Leadership
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4.1 Behaviours of Empathetic Leadership

This theme centred on behaviours from leaders that participants considered to be empathetic.
Participants understood these behaviours to be aided by structural and organisational implementations of
empathetic leadership and to contribute directly to performance benefits of empathetic leadership. Participants’
perception of behaviours of empathetic leadership and their beliefs about what empathetic leadership should be
also appeared to shape each other.

4.1.1 Adjustments and Support.

This subtheme described participants reporting their leaders offering different ways to accommodate and
support their needs, including: offering breaks, time off and other help where possible for employees who need
them; being flexible and adjusting schedules to help employees if possible; introducing mindfulness sessions;
acknowledging and praising good performance; stepping in to help employees with whatever needs to be done
during busy periods; and even stepping in to defend employees when suppliers or partners were being rude.
Participants suggested it was important for employees that empathetic leaders made genuine efforts at
adjustments and support, even if full accommodation was impossible. For example, one participant described
how their manager could not give them a day off when they were going through personal problems due to being
short-staffed, but their manager tried to motivate and be supportive for the participant, offering extra care and
breaks. Participants reported feeling valued and supported when provided with this adjustment and support from
their leaders. The below quote from another participant captured well the essence of this subtheme:

There was a time last year when I was just completely overwhelmed, everything was piling up, both at
work and in my personal life. I ended up breaking down one day during a shift. [ wasn’t expecting it, but
I couldn’t hold it in anymore. Instead of making me feel embarrassed or pushing me to ‘pull it together,’
my manager quietly pulled me aside and sat down with me. She didn’t rush the conversation. She just
listened, and then calmly helped me walk through my tasks, figured out what could be delegated or
delayed, and even encouraged me to take the afternoon off.

4.1.2 Empathetic Conflict Resolution.

Participants reported empathetic leaders take the time to understand the perspectives of everyone
involved in a conflict to try to understand their emotions and feelings as well as to “understand what’s really
going on beneath the surface” instead of jumping to conclusions or making assumptions. Additionally,
participants found that during conflicts, empathetic leaders “don’t just react, they mediate”, turning conflicts
into problem-solving opportunities. One quote characterised this subtheme: “I have seen empathetic managers
turn conflicts into problem-solving sessions. Like, instead of blaming someone for a mistake, they'd gather
everyone, discuss what happened, and how to prevent it. It became a team effort to fix it”.

4.1.3 Fostering Supportive, Open and Psychologically Safe Work Environments.

Participants found empathetic leaders usually behaved in ways which fostered supportive, open and
psychologically safe work environments, such as by: using open peer-feedback circles where employees “can
openly talk about issues or give feedback without fear”; encouraging an environment where employees help
each other; advocating for therapy; listening actively to make it easier for employees to speak out; making a
safe space where employees can talk about what they are going through; focusing on solutions when mistakes
happen instead of making employees feel bad or blaming them; and being patient when training new employees
and new leaders. This open and safe environment created by empathetic leaders helped participants to feel safe
and even “like a family”, resulting in a more trusting, collaborative, communicative and effective workplace
with less stress as illustrated by the below quote:
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We all feel a bit like a family because of the culture he (the manager) created. We support each other
more. For example, if one person is struggling one day, others will jump in to help because that's the
tone he set. And because we're not stressed about unsympathetic management, we can focus better on
our jobs, so efficiency is higher.

4.1.4 Genuine Listening and Understanding.

According to participants, empathetic leaders made genuine attempts to actively listen and understand
employees’ situations without judgement. Empathetic leaders made space and time for employees to discuss not
only work related but also personal issues by scheduling one-to-one check-ins with employees, always asking
employees how they were feeling before discussing work, regularly asking for employee input, and pulling
struggling or underperforming employees aside to privately and personally check in rather than criticise.
Empathetic leaders were able to actively listen to employees and show they care and are trying to help, which
participants stated made them feel more secure, less anxious and changed the way they felt about going to work.
The below quote was characteristic of this subtheme:

I'm totally comfortable. I know I can talk to my manager if something's up, work-related or personal,
and she'll understand or try to help... She creates time for us to talk privately. It’s not just a formality. It
feels sincere, not performative. I’ve approached her before when I was going through something, and
she genuinely listened and supported me. That makes a huge difference in how secure you feel at work.

This subtheme was a core part of the behaviours of empathetic leadership theme and can be seen to play
a key role in each of the above subthemes, which for example can be seen in the previous quote for the
subtheme adjustments and support.

4.2 Employee Beliefs About Empathetic Leadership

This theme focused on how participant defined empathetic leadership and what it meant to them.
Participants described empathetic leadership as “human-centred”, “proactive”, and one participant even
remarked after experiencing empathy from their manager that “It made me feel like, wow, this is leadership”.
Participants believed that empathic leadership was not just about being nice or fixing things for employees, but
being able to step into others’ shoes “even when you might not agree with them”, to understand others’ feelings
and how that affects their behaviour, and to truly respect employees’ emotions and balance them with work
demands. Participants also characterised empathetic leaders as having strong understanding and communication
as well as being patient and compassionate. Furthermore, participants often saw empathy as a strength rather
than a weakness for leaders. The below quote illustrated what empathetic leadership meant for one participant.

I think for a leader to be empathetic, it means they have the ability to really step into someone else’s
shoes, to not just listen, but actually try to understand what that person is going through emotionally or
mentally. It’s not about fixing everything, but just being present, you know?

4.3 Performance Benefits of Empathetic Leadership

This theme involved the reported performance benefits of empathetic leadership for organisations, which
participants understood to be facilitated by behaviours of empathetic leadership as well as structural and
organisational implementations of empathetic leadership, but negatively affected by unempathetic leadership.
The quotes used to illustrate the below subthemes demonstrated how leaders’ empathetic behaviours could
improve workplace performance within each of the subthemes.

4.3.1 Employee Motivation, Engagement and Productivity Benefits.
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One type of performance benefit reported by participants was enhanced employee motivation,
engagement and productivity. Participants felt understood, seen, valued and heard by empathetic leaders, which
in turn made them respect their leaders more, feel more motivated to give more, be more accurate, enthusiastic,
engaged and do better at work as well as enhance their customer service. Empathetic leaders also helped
participants to feel less stressed, allowing them to focus better so they can be more efficient and productive.
Furthermore, participants described how empathetic leaders will help employees and provide them with answers
and solutions when they asked for help which allowed them to work better and improve productivity. One
participant said “when people feel understood, they’re more engaged and motivated. We had higher team
morale, and I think our customer service even improved because we were happier at work”. The below quote
from another participant also encapsulated this subtheme well:

When I was new to the job, I often made mistakes because I was still learning. But my empathetic leader
cared for me. He would correct me without making me feel bad. He actually trained me patiently. There
was one time [ was stressed and messed up a dish, and he told me to step aside for 5 minutes, take a
breather, then come back and try again. That really helped... When you see that kind of understanding,
you want to work harder to not disappoint them. I started working more accurately because I knew he
was investing in me.

4.3.2 Employee Retention Benefits.

Another type of workplace performance benefit reported by participants was enhanced employee
retention. When participants felt seen and valued by empathetic leaders, this helped to develop trust and loyalty
which made them want to stay, grow and thrive. Employee loyalty was a core part of this subtheme, which also
contributed to the above subtheme of Employee Motivation, Engagement and Productivity Benefits as
participants who felt more loyal to their leaders also worked harder for them. One participant described below
how their empathetic leader made them more loyal to the company:

Actually, about six months into my job, I had to move to a new apartment on short notice, which was
very stressful. On the day of the move, I also had a shift at work. My manager was off that day, so I
didn't inform anyone initially and just came to work after moving. But when my manager returned and
saw me on the security cameras looking exhausted and in pain, because I fell on the stairs during the
move, he immediately told me I should go home and take a week off to recover. I was hesitant because |
hadn't told him earlier, but he insisted when he realised I was hurt. That was very empathetic of him....
It was a great relief and support. I felt like, okay, he actually cares about my well-being more than just
having me work my shift. It made me respect him even more and I felt more loyal to the company after
that.

4.3.3 Teamwork Benefits.

Another subtheme generated from the data was feamwork benefits. Participants reported that under
empathetic leaders, employees were more cooperative, trusting and collaborative with each other,
communicated better, and teams worked better together. They also noted both feeling less stress and being able
to handle stress better. Participants attributed these teamwork benefits to employees feeling more connected,
cared for and safe as well as knowing that everyone on the team have “got each others’ backs”. Furthermore,
participants believed these teamwork benefits contributed to higher morale, productivity and overall
performance. The below quote from a participant encapsulated the essence this subtheme:

It (manager being empathetic) definitely brings us closer as a team. We support each other more. When
the boss sets that tone of understanding, everyone follows. For example, if someone is struggling, others
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step up to help without being asked, because that's the culture now... We handle stress better. Instead of
panicking or arguing when things get busy, we communicate and solve problems together. Fewer
misunderstandings happen because we talk openly. Overall, productivity is up because we're in it
together.

4.4 Structural and Organisational Implementations of Empathetic Leadership

This theme described how participants experienced implementations of empathetic leadership from a
structural and organisational level. Participants thought implementing empathetic leadership at a structural and
organisational level facilitated empathetic leadership behaviours in their leaders and in turn enhanced
performance in the workplace.

4.4.1 Empathy as Company Value.

Some participants experienced empathy expressed as a company value in their workplace through the
onboarding process where empathy was described as a company value and taking care of employees was
portrayed as a part of the company culture. Some participants also reported HR providing mental health days
and other wellbeing resources for employees as well as believing that their company tended to hire managers
who were naturally empathetic. Participants also suggested ways in which companies could go further in
implementing empathy as a company value, including implementing anonymous feedback where employees
can let management know if they are being empathetic enough and incorporating empathy as a part of
managers’ performance review. One participant believed “empathy should be a core value in any organisation”
and the below quote from another participant further illustrated how having empathy as a company value
needed to mean action, not just words:

We piloted mental health days last year, like, paid days off for mental rest, and now they’re standard. It
shows real commitment. It’s not just talk. Also, during onboarding, they explain that empathy is one of
our company values, and it’s reflected in the way managers are trained. It’s part of the culture.

4.4.2 Empathy Training for Leaders.

Some participants discussed empathy training for leaders in their workplaces, including mandatory
communication and empathy training for onboarding leaders, emotional intelligence and empathy workshops
run by HR, and new leaders shadowing more experienced empathetic leaders. Participants generally valued
empathy training being provided for their leaders and believed empathy is an important skill for them, as
important as technical skills and “should be part of leadership training everywhere”. The below quote from a
participant captured their thoughts on empathy training for leaders.

In my current workplace, we actually have some training on communication and leadership that includes
empathy. It's part of the onboarding for supervisors. I think every organisation should have something
like that to identify and teach empathetic leadership. Maybe also examples of what not to do, like case
studies of poor leadership, could be useful.

Another participant suggested for leaders to engage in team-building activities where leaders would
have to adopt followers’ perspectives, as they believed leaders can sometimes “forget what it's like to be on the
frontline”.

4.5 Unempathetic Leadership

Some participants reflected on their experiences under unempathetic leaders, focusing on the behaviours
and traits of such leaders and the impact this had. Participants’ understanding of empathetic leadership and
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unempathetic leadership seemed mutually shaped by each other and defined against each other. Participants also
understood unempathetic leadership to have adverse effects on workplace performance.

4.5.1 Characteristics of unempathetic leadership

Participants identified certain traits, characteristics and behaviours which they attributed to unempathetic
leaders. Some participants who experienced unempathetic leadership stated it felt unnecessarily cruel and
uncaring. For example, one participant recounted visibly struggling with a personal problem which affected
their performance, but their manager at the time was unempathetic and criticised them publicly in front of the
whole team. Unempathetic leaders were characterised as being overly rigid, caring only about output, company
policies or profits, bossing employees around with orders, and not caring about employees’ feelings or
individual circumstances, even if employees had emergencies or were struggling with personal issues. The
below quote from another participant described a past manager who they perceived to be unempathetic:

That leader would not consider how we felt at all. For example, even if we were exhausted or stressed,
he'd just demand the product be done. No breaks, no listening to issues. It made me and others feel like
machines. It didn't matter if we were upset or anything.

4.5.2 Consequences of unempathetic leadership

Some participants stressed the negative consequences of unempathetic leadership from their
experiences. Negative effects reported included a hostile, pressurised and stressful environment where
employees did not feel safe or valued, impaired employee trust, engagement and motivation, as well as issues
with retention and high turnover. The below quote from the participant mentioned in the previous subtheme who
was visibly struggling with a personal problem illustrated how leaders’ unempathetic behaviours can have a
direct negative impact on retention and engagement:

In a previous job, I was going through a really tough time in my personal life... it was affecting my
performance. During one meeting, my manager publicly criticised me in front of everyone, even though
I was clearly struggling. It felt cruel and unnecessary, like he didn’t care what I might be going
through... It really damaged my trust. After that, I just shut down. I stopped engaging, and I started
looking for another job. When leaders don’t show empathy, it creates this hostile environment where
people don’t feel safe or valued.

Another participant attributed their unempathetic leader’s rigidness as contributing to workplace stress
and high turnover in the below quote, again suggesting a close relationship between the characteristics of
unempathetic leaders and the direct negative consequences these can lead to:

In a past job, my manager was very by-the-book and didn’t really care what you were going through. If
you were late because of an emergency, he'd only talk about punctuality policies. It made me and others
feel pretty undervalued and stressed, and team turnover was high.

4.5.3 Unempathetic conflict resolution

This subtheme centred on participants’ experiences of how unempathetic leaders handled conflicts in the
workplace. Participants reported that unempathetic leaders tended to jump to conclusions, make assumptions
and immediately blame someone in a conflict. Unempathetic leaders were seen as only caring about addressing
the problem or conflict on the surface through yelling, punishment or imposing a solution without trying to
understand employees’ feelings nor the underlying root causes. This often exacerbated conflicts or problems and
made them worse. Participants also often felt resentful, fearful, upset, less cooperative and unjustly treated
when unempathetic leaders handled workplace conflicts. These negative outcomes could be attributed to the
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behaviours and traits of unempathetic leaders and further contribute to negative consequences of unempathetic
leadership as a whole, such as employee engagement and retention issues, indicating the close relationship
between the three subthemes. This quote from a participant characterised how unempathetic leaders were
perceived to handle conflicts: “With non-empathetic leaders, conflicts often got worse. They would maybe yell
or punish without understanding, and it just made people more upset and less cooperative. It definitely depends
on the leader’s ability to empathise”.

5. Discussion

The findings of this study mostly aligned with existing research on empathy and empathetic leadership,
although in the specific context of the UK F&B hospitality sector. Participants’ experiences of their leaders’
empathy largely aligned with Clark et al.’s (2019) multi-dimensional definition of empathy with the three
components of cognitive, affective and behavioural. In the theme employee beliefs about empathetic leaders, the
cognitive and affective components could be seen from participants describing empathetic leaders as needing to
be able to step into others’ shoes and to understand others’ feelings (Clark et al., 2019). The behavioural
component of empathy was also reflected in participants’ experiences of their leaders’ actions, as can be seen
from the theme behaviours of empathetic leadership.

Additionally, previous research (e.g. Dowell et al., 2023; Kumodji, 2024) highlighted some recent
challenges facing the UK hospitality industry, particularly issues with employee motivation, performance,
stress, burnout and retention, stemming from a combination of factors including the Covid pandemic, Brexit,
inflation and supply chain issues. Some of these challenges such as issues with employee motivation,
performance, stress and retention were reflected in our findings too, with participants attributing them to
unempathetic leadership styles as reflected in the theme unempathetic leadership and particularly the subtheme
consequences of unempathetic leadership, suggesting unempathetic managers could potentially exacerbate
some of these existing challenges. However, at the time of writing, there was little research on the negative
effects of unempathetic leadership, particularly in the UK F&B context, so further research in this area is
needed.

While burnout was only mentioned once in passing in our data, this could be due to the focus of the
study being mostly on the empathetic abilities of leaders rather than burnout specifically, or potentially that
burnout was not a major issue or factor for our specific sample. However, this does not necessarily mean there
are no links between burnout and empathetic leadership generally. Although there was a scarcity of existing
research on burnout and empathetic leadership, research by Hahm (2017) indicated empathetic communication
could reduce burnout and exhaustion symptoms in followers, with other related research suggesting empathetic
leadership could improve follower wellbeing generally (e.g. Jit et al., 2017; Scott et al., 2010). Future research
focusing specifically on burnout and empathetic leadership within this population may provide further valuable
evidence.

Participants also suggested empathetic leadership can help address many of the aforementioned
challenges as well as bring other benefits to organisations as reflected in the theme performance benefits of
empathetic leadership. One of the subthemes in this theme was employee motivation, engagement and
productivity benefits, in which participants described that when leaders demonstrated empathy, it increased their
respect for those leaders which in turn fostered greater motivation, engagement, and productivity. Muss et al.
(2025) similarly found in their meta-analysis that empathetic leadership helped to improve follower attitudes
towards their leaders and their job satisfaction as well as improve performance in the workplace. Moreover,
Mohd-Shamsudin et al. (2024) similarly found empathetic leadership indirectly improved employee problem-
solving through reducing job stress in a hospitality context and Stoyanova-Bozhkova et al. (2022) found
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empathetic hospitality leaders believed they had more motivated and productive employees. Our study further
built on this existing research by exploring in more detail employees’ experiences of the different ways in which
empathetic leadership improved their motivation, engagement and productivity as could be seen in this
subtheme.

Another subtheme, employee retention benefits, was also reflected in Muss et al.’s (2025) findings, as
they reported empathetic leadership helped to improve followers’ perceptions of themselves, each other and
their leaders, which in turn enhanced follower loyalty. Loyalty to the company and to leaders personally was a
direct benefit of empathetic leadership that our participants highlighted, contributing to employees staying with
their companies. Furthermore, the final subtheme for this theme, teamwork benefits, where participants reported
having each others’ backs, helping each other, being communicative and collaborative, was largely similar to
Muss et al.’s (2025) findings that empathetic leadership enhanced followers’ empathy for each other,
interpersonal organisational citizenship behaviour, interpersonal relationships, and performance as a team.

Additionally, our results mostly aligned with Kock et al.’s (2019) findings regarding empathetic
leadership, which stressed the importance of both words and action. Kock et al. (2019) identified behaviours
associated with empathetic leaders including regularly checking in with followers, signalling care, providing a
psychologically safe environment and providing help where possible. These same behaviours were corroborated
by our participants as can be seen in the theme behaviours of empathetic leadership and particularly the
subthemes fostering supportive, open and psychologically safe environments and adjustments and support.
Kock et al. (2019) also found empathetic leadership enhanced follower job performance through job satisfaction
which were both reflected our theme performance benefits of empathetic leadership, and particularly the
subtheme employee motivation, engagement and productivity benefits.

However, some of Kock et al.’s (2019) findings were not reflected in our results, such as empathetic
leaders tailoring their management approach to individuals’ strengths and preferences as well as enhanced job
innovation as a benefit. Nevertheless, our participants did report feeling safe to speak up under empathetic
leaders in the subtheme fostering supportive, open and psychologically safe environments, which could
potentially contribute to job innovation. One possible explanation for the absence of these aspects of Kock et
al.’s (2019) model in our findings is that our participants primarily held lower-level roles, whereas elements
such as enhanced job innovation and tailored managerial approaches may be more salient to employees in more
senior positions with greater decision-making authority and strategic influence. Therefore, further research in
empathetic leadership, job innovation and individually-tailored management in the UK F&B hospitality context
could be beneficial.

While our participants did not report any negative effects of empathetic leaders, a minority of existing
research have found such negative effects, including potential preferential treatment for needy followers,
potential negative impacts on market reactions, and higher likelihood of non-compliance of policies
disadvantageous to followers like wage reductions (Blader & Rothman, 2014; Dietz & Kleinlogel, 2014;
Jancenelle, 2021). Although our study found no direct evidence for these negative effects, our participants saw
leaders stepping in to defend employees against rude partners or clients as an empathetic leadership behaviour
in the adjustments and support subtheme. This empathetic leadership behaviour of defending employees could
theoretically include not complying with wage reductions or other policies harmful to employees as found by
Dietz and Kleinlogel (2014). Additionally, providing extra care and breaks to employees who needed them as
described in the same subtheme adjustments and support could potentially be perceived as similar to the
preferential treatment found by Blader and Rothman (2014). However, no participants reported any favouritism,
instead they often focused on how empathetic leaders would listen to all side and treat everyone fairly which
aligned with Muss et al.’s (2025) findings that empathetic leadership increased equity and fairness behaviours in
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leaders. Although existing literature provided limited empirical evidence supporting the negative eftects of
empathetic leadership as discussed above, these findings were not from the hospitality context and may not be
directly transferable. Therefore, theoretical extensions of potential negative effects of empathetic leadership
within the hospitality sector remain speculative. Furthermore, the current body of research examining the
negative implications of empathetic leadership is sparse, so further research particularly within the UK F&B
hospitality context would be valuable in clarifying these potential outcomes.

Finally, our theme of structural and organisational implementations of empathetic leadership aligned
with existing research in the literature. The importance of empathy training for leaders was highlighted by both
our participants and in several studies reviewed by Muss et al. (2025). Our participants mentioned HR played a
key role in the training and hiring of empathetic leaders and HR’s importance in providing empathetic training
was also supported by existing research, although in different contexts to the F&B hospitality sector we focused
on (e.g. Scott et al., 2010; van Woerkom & de Reuver, 2009). Additionally, our participants stressed empathy
should be a core value for organisations and should be a part of companies’ culture, which was supported by Ni
et al.’s (2022) conclusion that empathy should be a part of culture building in organisations.

5.1 Limitations

As with all qualitative research, one limitation of this study is that while we were able to explore
participants’ experiences in depth, the results of this study could not be confidently generalised to the wider
population. Therefore, future quantitative research on empathetic leadership in the UK F&B industry would be
valuable. Specifically, using experimental designs in future research would enable researchers to more
confidently establish causal relationships, which was suggested by Kock et al. (2019) as well. Another
limitation of this study was the risk of participant bias, including social desirability bias. Given participants
were aware empathetic leadership was the focus of the study, their responses may have been influenced by
perceived interviewer expectations. Additionally, there was a risk of self-selection bias as individuals who chose
to participate may have been more predisposed to interest in or support for empathetic leadership. Furthermore,
this study focused only on UK F&B hospitality employees’ perspectives with most participants based in
London, another limitation was that this study did not capture the experiences of managers, employees in more
rural areas, or F&B hospitality contexts outside the UK, and their experiences could be very different to the
experiences of our participants. Future research exploring UK F&B hospitality managers’ experiences or
exploring the experiences of participants in rural or overseas F&B hospitality contexts would help provide more
well-rounded evidence for empathetic leadership in the F&B hospitality context. Finally, as neither authors had
experience working in the UK F&B hospitality sector, there may have been nuances in our participants’
responses that we could not pick up and explore further. Our generation and analysis of the data was also
coloured by our particular previous experiences.

5.2 Implications and Implementations

While the main aim of this study was to explore UK F&B hospitality employees’ experiences of their
leaders’ empathetic abilities, our findings could also contribute to theory development for empathetic
leadership. Based on suggestions by Christou (2022) and Khokhar et al., (2020), the authors have utilised a
theme map (see Figure 1) to assist with contributing to expanding the theory for empathetic leadership and
proposing potential relationships. The theoretical framework developed by Kock et al. (2019) proposed
empathetic leadership worked through a reciprocal process where followers receiving empathy from leaders
would feel improved affective states and lowered stress, which in turn led to higher job satisfaction and hence
higher job innovation and performance. The employees’ successful innovation and empathetic leaders’
understanding of this innovation drives even further increases in job performance in a reinforcing cycle. As
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Kock et al.’s (2019) model was based on quantitative research, the present qualitative study helped to add more
depth to their model by providing analysis on lived experiences of how empathetic leadership can lead to higher
job performance through job satisfaction for employees in the UK F&B hospitality sector, as supported by the
performance benefits of empathetic leadership theme. Furthermore, the flexibility of our qualitative approach
enabled us to explore wider aspects of the phenomena of empathetic leadership not directly captured under
Kock et al.’s (2019) model. These included the influence of structural and organisational implementations of
empathetic leadership (e.g. empathy as company value and company empathy training) on various
organisational performance benefits as well as the potential negative impacts of unempathetic leadership. In
summary, the present study contributed to an expanded version of Kock et al.’s (2019) model of empathetic
leadership adapted for employees’ experiences in the UK F&B hospitality context. Although our findings
proposed the above theoretical implications, further research is needed to confirm if these potential relationships
exist.

Our findings also contributed to the currently limited evidence base on empathetic leadership,
particularly in the hospitality context, from which managers and decision-makers in the F&B hospitality sector
could draw from. While our qualitative study cannot make firm recommendations based solely on our results,
our findings when combined with existing literature indicated empathetic leadership generally have positive
outcomes for employees, managers and organisations as a whole. Furthermore, empathetic leadership could
help F&B hospitality companies address issues with retention, productivity, morale, teamwork and respect for
the leadership. Companies could potentially implement empathetic leadership through utilising HR, training,
and company culture. Managers could also potentially show empathy to employees through both action and
words, including genuinely listening and understanding their employees, creating an open and psychologically
safe environment for staff to speak up, as well as providing any possible adjustments and support such as short
breaks or schedule adjustments.
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