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Foreword

So, what to do? At the Human Change Agency, we
believe that there’s a neglected superpower
within all of us. One that has the potential to

There’s a trend for talking about the human side

foster collaboration, to inspire change and enable

of work. Most of the big consultancies are on to it,

innovation. It has been somewhat overlooked in

whilst the media and the chatter-sphere are

leadership development, management training

proclaiming an allegiance to this human future of

and change management and understanding it is

work. But get behind the noise and there’s not a

a fundamental building block of a more human

huge amount of real change going on.

world of work. It’s empathy. For organisations to

Organisations are fraught with the same dynamics

become more human, we have to be prepared to

and the same questions. How can we get more

be more human. We have to step into the shoes

from less? How can we “align our people”? How

of others, see the world from where they stand,

can we realise “synergies” and boost

and never assume that their responses will mirror

productivity? Not so human.

our own.

To become more human, organisations need to

This study was commissioned to deepen our

grapple with some human fundamentals.

understanding of this superpower – to discover

Technology changes very fast, human psychology

what is known, in the management and

doesn’t. Much of what we know about the human

psychology literature – about empathy in the

condition now was known by the Ancient Greeks.

world of work and particularly its role in decision-

We’re complex, messy, amazing and glorious. And

making.

we can’t become any less messy or complex or
become any more amazing or glorious simply by

The findings cover the two types of empathy,

virtue of walking through the doors or an office

cognitive and affective, and suggest that tuning

building, by signing an employment contract or

into, or inspiring, these states in different

attending a values workshop.

contexts or scenarios, could positively impact a
more “human” approach to strategy and decision-

Our messy interiors interrogate, judge and fear

making. The findings confirm that empathy can be

the tidy, controlled exteriors of others. And in

developed, and have prompted us to think more

contemporary working life, “others” can’t be held

deeply about what approaches might support that

at bay. Collaboration, partnering and team

development in individual leaders and their

working are all essential skills for survival.

teams. And most of all, they suggest that we are
only scratching the surface of understanding the
human side of organisations.
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A more human workplace has to be more than a
slogan, it has to mean engaging with humans as
they are, not as we have conceptualised them, as
“assets”, automata, or units of productivity.

At the Human Change Agency, we explore these
ideas further, engage with the scientific, ethical
and practical questions of what it means to
develop more human-friendly workplaces. We
hope you’ll come with us on this journey – the
destination is surely worth it.

Laura and Sam
Human Change Agents
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Executive summary

means actually experiencing the emotions of
others and can lead to strong desire to alleviate
their suffering. Affective empathy has been more

Empathy is often seen as a key characteristic of
managers and leaders. Yet, for such a seemingly
important concept, empathy is underpinned by
relatively underdeveloped evidence as to why it
matters and how it comes about. This study

consistently linked to compassion fatigue, a state
in which individuals who frequently encounter the
suffering of others – as, for example, nurses do in
their jobs – might become disconnected from and
indifferent to that suffering.

employs Rapid Evidence Assessment (REA)
methodology to provide a quick systematic review

Is empathy a key characteristic of leaders?

of evidence from a wide range of disciplines and
to piece together literature on the effects of
different types of empathy, as well as the role of
stories in the development of empathy in leaders.
The review is based on 33 studies, judged to be of
sufficient methodological quality.

Empathy is included as a component of
charismatic and servant leadership styles.
Emotional intelligence (a broader concept
encompassing empathy) is associated with core
leadership styles – transformational and authentic
leadership. If followers perceive someone to have
high levels of emotional intelligence, they are

While no single paper directly answers the

more likely to see them as a leader, have higher

question of whether experience of stories can

levels of productivity and engage in activities that

lead senior managers to more positive strategic

benefit the organisation but are outside of an

choices through feelings of empathy, on balance

employee’s core job (organisational citizenship

the available research suggests that this

behaviour).

relationship is likely.

What are the effects of empathy on decisionWhat is empathy? What are the different
types of empathy?

making?
Empathy contributes to decision-makers’ ability to

Empathy is an ability that can be developed to

recognise aspects of a situation as having ethical

understand and experience the emotions of

consequences. Studies have suggested that

another person. Cognitive empathy involves

empathy can act as a safeguard against unethical

taking the perspective of another person by

decisions. This is particularly true for affective

imagining ourselves in their situation. Affective

empathy that stimulates people to help those in

empathy (also known as empathic concern)

need, even if at a cost to self.

Human Change Agency © 2019
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However, feeling empathy may come into conflict

however, may be perceived as unfair to other

with the value of justice: feeling compelled to

groups of staff, or have negative personal

help one person can make the decision-maker

consequences. Yet, these considerations would be

partial to that individual’s particular need, and

less helpful in a different set of circumstances, for

result in decisions that are seen to be less fair

example, in strategic negotiations with partners

overall.

and suppliers, a situation from which both parties
seek to benefit. Finally, both types of empathy –
cognitive and affective – could have a part to play

On the other hand, cognitive empathy is useful to
help managers understand the perspectives of
those below them in the hierarchy and find winwin solutions for all parties.

in creating strong and compelling strategies that
create shared value for multiple stakeholders
while addressing the specific needs of a
disadvantaged group: for example where
employment difficulties of autistic people are

These findings provide an important insight into

addressed by matching them to jobs that benefit

the types of empathic capacity that can best

from the attributes they bring to work.

support managerial decision-making depending
on the type of circumstances they encounter.
Figure 1 provides a prototype of a framework for

Figure 1. Relevance of empathy types to
managerial decision-making

managers to reflect on a situation at hand and
become mindful in their decision to act on the
effects of cognitive or affective empathy. It can
also be used in the development of leaders, to
support them in developing capabilities to help
them deploy the most appropriate type of
empathic response according to context.

For example, senior managers who are aware of

What is the role of stories in developing

inherent injustices affecting a group of staff (let’s

empathy?

take, for example, the low wages of cleaners

Vivid narratives – ones that attract and hold our

employed through a supplier) might need to feel
the emotions of someone working in those poor

attention and excite our imagination – are
effective in the development of cognitive and

conditions in order to be compelled to take a

affective empathy. It is possible to bring about

stand to resolve that injustice. That decision,

changes in attitudes, intentions and behaviours by

Human Change Agency © 2019
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transporting the audience into the story’s world,
and inspiring feelings of closeness with the
characters.

While narratives based on expert opinion or
statistical information sometimes produce greater
immediate impact on people’s attitudes,
narratives based on personal stories have a more
lasting effect on changing intentions. It is possible
that information appeals to the cognitive side by
raising awareness, while stories appeal to the
emotional side, generating memorable feelings of
anger towards the situation or empathy.

Despite evidence for the differentiated effects of
cognitive and affective empathy, research on
narratives does not explicitly link types of stories
to the types of empathy they might help develop.
This gap presents an apparent opportunity for
future research.

Human Change Agency © 2019
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1 Introduction

teams they empathise with, there is even less
focus on how leaders use empathy to take into
account the feelings and experiences of wider

Empathy is of tremendous interest across many
disciplines. Its tradition is in the field of
psychology, where empathy is seen to be
particularly important to moral development,
with the more advanced stages of moral

groups of stakeholders when making decisions on
behalf of the whole organisation (Werhane,
1998). The first purpose of this work is therefore
to trace the relationship between empathy and
the strategic leadership of organisations.

reasoning critically based on empathic ability
(Kohlberg, 1969). Both in psychology and in work

Furthermore, the effective development of

settings, empathy has been linked to pro-social

empathy in leaders is of interest. Martin (1993)

(or helping) behaviours towards individuals or

writes “standard efforts to nurture decision

organisations.

making are generally incomplete as they tend not
to encourage prospective decision makers to look

At the same time, there is relatively little clarity
around the role of empathy as a managerial
ability or tool. Empathy entered the management
agenda at the end of 20th century, but only as
part of a broader “emotional intelligence”
construct, frequently seen as the “X factor” for
identifying and developing outstanding leaders
(Kemper, 1999; Brown & Moshavi, 2005). More
recently, management scholars and practitioners

beyond factual information and feel the impact of
alternative decisions” (p. 33, original emphasis).
Narratives (i.e. stories) are often seen as a way to
promote empathic growth, but there is little
consolidated empirical evidence for their
effectiveness (Johnson, et al., 2013). Therefore
the second aim of this paper is to understand
whether stories work as a way of promoting
empathy.

have been focusing on the idea of
“compassionate organisations” implying that
these are led by compassionate individuals (Hall &
Chapman-Clarke, 2017), but this proposition has a
very nascent evidence base.

Research questions
The review focuses on three questions:
1. What is empathy?
a. What are the different types of
empathy?

Even if there is a general appreciation that
empathy in leaders can contribute to specific
helping behaviours towards their followers or the

Human Change Agency © 2019

b. How does empathy develop?
2. What is the relationship between senior
managers’ empathy and leadership?

9

a. What is the effect of empathy on
leadership styles?
b. What is the effect of empathy on
strategic decision-making?
c. How do the effects of different types
of empathy on leadership compare?
3. What is the relationship between individuals’
experience of stories and their development
of empathy?

Human Change Agency © 2019
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thereof as he perceives them, but without

2 What is empathy?

ever losing the recognition that it is as if I
were hurt or pleased and so forth”
(Rogers, 1959, pp. 210-211).

This section provides a definition of empathy and
compares it to other related concepts.

Salovey and Mayer described empathy more

Definition of empathy
At the beginning of 20th century Titchener

succinctly as “the ability to comprehend another’s
feelings and to re-experience them oneself”
(1990, pp. 194-195).

introduced the term “empathy” to describe the
means of appreciating works of art, translating
from the German word “einfuhlung”, meaning “to

What is of note is that the first definition above

feel one’s way into” (Watson, 2001). The concept

describes empathy as a state (a temporary feeling

was later studied extensively as a psychotherapy

towards someone), while the second perceives it

tool by Rogers (1951) and Kohut (1971), and as a

as an ability (a general capacity of an individual)

way to improve patient care in nursing (Reynolds,

(Davis, 1994). These theoretical approaches to

Scott & Jessiman, 1999). More recently empathy

empathy are not necessarily in contradiction with

has appeared in a range of business and

one other, but the distinction becomes important

management studies as part of leadership

in interpreting the findings of specific studies. A

attributes and behaviour (Goleman, 1995;

number of psychological experiments

Goleman, Boyatzis & McKee, 2002).

manipulated participants’ experience of empathy
towards a stimulus at a particular moment in time
(state empathy) (for example, Batson, 1995). In

Empathy has many definitions. In an example of a

other studies, many of them referenced in

fuller description,

management literature, researchers measured

“The state of empathy, or being empathic,

empathy by asking individuals to rate themselves

is to perceive the internal frame of

or others on their general empathic ability (trait

reference of another with accuracy and

or ability empathy), and relate that to a range of

with the emotional components and

outcomes (for example, Dietz and Kleinlogel,

meanings which pertain thereto as if one

2014).

were the person, but without ever losing
the “as if” condition. Thus, it means to
sense the hurt or the pleasure of another
as he senses it and to perceive the causes

Human Change Agency © 2019
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Empathy and related concepts
There are a number of concepts that are
frequently used alongside empathy, sometimes
interchangeably.

not include experiencing the feeling as
well.
In summary, empathy can lead to concern for
others, compassion or sympathy, but it is not
the only cause of these states. Furthermore,

1. Empathic concern, compassion, and sympathy
are all related to empathy, but represent a
reaction to the hardship of another person,
rather than just the ability to understand their
emotions.


Batson (2011) defined empathic concern
as a desire to alleviate someone’s
suffering in a response to perceiving that

while studies of empathy are mainly
concerned with how we deal with the
negative emotions of others, empathy can
describe understanding and feeling both
positive and negative emotions. In contrast,
empathic concern, compassion and sympathy
describe ways of processing only the negative
emotions of others.

person in need. Empathic concern,
therefore, is a motivational state rather
than simply an experience of emotion.


Table 1. Comparison of empathy and related
concepts

Compassion involves both feeling and
action, with the action component
differentiating compassion from empathy
(Atkins & Parker, 2012). It is often
described as a three-part process of
recognizing, feeling, and responding to
alleviate another’s suffering (Dutton, et
al., 2006).



Sympathy is defined as “an emotional
response stemming from the
apprehension of another’s emotional
state or condition, which is not the same
as the other’s state or condition but
consists of feelings of sorrow or concern
for the other” (Eisenberg, Valiente &
Champion, 2004, p. 387). While sympathy
does involve understanding the feelings of
another person, unlike empathy, it does

2. In management literature in particular,
empathy has primarily been studied as a
component of emotional intelligence (EI)
(Goleman, 1995). The first writings about
emotional intelligence were based mainly on
anecdotes and case studies of leaders, but the
theory has since been developed and
supported with empirical evidence, with
Salovey and Mayer’s (1990) model considered
to be the most robust. They defined
emotional intelligence as the “ability to
monitor one’s own and other’s feelings and
emotions, to discriminate among them and to

Human Change Agency © 2019
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use this information to guide one’s own
thinking and actions” (p. 189). Emotional
intelligence is a broader ability than empathy,
and is mainly concerned with an individuals’
capacity to perceive emotions accurately, and
problem-solve on that basis. In addition, the
self-orientation aspect of emotional
intelligence is not present in empathy, which
only describes understanding and
experiencing the emotions of others.

Human Change Agency © 2019
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3 The mechanism of

maturing of emotional and cognitive systems.

empathy

empathy develops, linking it to the broader moral

Hoffman (1976) offered the first theory of how

development of children – a key outcome of
empathy (Kohlberg, 1969). Hoffmann proposed a
This section presents the current evidence

stage model of the development of empathy,

distinguishing between different types of

from children experiencing the distress of others

empathy (namely cognitive and affective) and

as their own, to being able to put the distress in

explains how these types of empathy arise.

the context of another person’s life, to
experiencing both empathy and compassion.

Finding 1. Two key types of empathy –
cognitive and affective – can occur
independently

There are multiple studies of the effectiveness of
specific empathy development programmes on
adults, including those in work settings, although

It is widely accepted that empathy involves at

the available evidence varies in quality. Only one

least two systems: cognitive and affective. The

paper identified in this review assessed the

cognitive aspect of empathy concerns

effects of empathy training across a range of

intellectually understanding the emotions of

different interventions: Teding van Berkhout and

others by imagining ourselves in their shoes; it is

Malouff (2016) conducted a meta-analysis of 18

often referred to as “perspective-taking”. The

randomised controlled trials of empathy training

affective aspect of empathy relates to

in different settings, concluding that empathy

experiencing other people’s emotions, sharing

training programs are effective overall (level AA

them vicariously (Davis, 1983; Lazarus, 1991;

study).

Eisenberg, 2000). Although the two types of
empathy can occur simultaneously, evidence
suggests that they can also occur independently

Finding 3. Too much exposure to the

(Batson, 2011).

suffering of others impairs empathy
Even though experiential training is a common

Finding 2. Empathy can be taught

method of developing empathy in individuals
(Teding van Berkhout & Malouff, 2016), too much

Developmental theorists view empathy as a
capacity (rather than a temporary state), which is
present from birth and develops with the

Human Change Agency © 2019

exposure to such experiences can have a reverse
effect. “Empathy fatigue” and “compassion
fatigue” are established concepts, describing a
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state in which high exposure to the suffering of
others leads the individual to experience extreme
negative effects themselves. It is frequently
referred to in studies of healthcare professionals
and emergency response services who deal with
the victims of trauma.
In a review of studies on compassion fatigue in
healthcare professionals, Turgoose and Maddox
(2017) found that level of compassion fatigue
increased with level of empathy, especially for
those workers who had previously experienced
their own traumatic event(s). Furthermore, they
compared the effects of perspective taking and
personal distress (linked to affective empathy),
concluding that only personal distress led to the
development of compassion fatigue (level C
study). However, some degree of link between
perspective taking and desensitization was still
highlighted by Campbell, et al. (2014), who
showed that people who had been over-exposed
to a stimulus under-estimated how intensely
others would experience the same situation
(level C study).

Human Change Agency © 2019
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4 Empathy and leadership

of empathy to be described as having that
leadership style, rather than a greater degree of
empathy driving higher levels of charismatic and

This section looks specifically at empirical

servant leadership styles.

evidence for the relationship between empathy
and leadership. Of note is that some of the

The overall leadership style may then be linked to

leadership and management studies often

performance, employee wellbeing and other

conflate concepts, for example, using empathy

outcomes. Of the theories below, charismatic and

and compassion interchangeably. Overall,

servant leadership are most established and

emotional intelligence (which is described to

supported by evidence, with the following studies

include empathy) is a much more popular concept

linking these leadership styles to positive

in leadership literature, compared to empathy,

individual and organisational outcomes.

although some papers distinguish between the
two.



Choi (2006) sets out empathy as one of the
three core features of charismatic leadership,
alongside envisioning and empowerment. 1

Finding 4. Empathy is inherent to charismatic
and servant leadership styles
Several scholars have included empathy as part of
their leadership theories. Because of the nature of
theory development, these papers are typically
conceptual in nature: their purpose is not to
measure the strength of the link between
empathy and leadership behaviour, but to
demonstrate that empathy is one of the essential
component characteristics that makes charismatic
and servant leadership styles unique. In other



Spears (1995) identifies 10 characteristics of
servant leadership, including “empathy,
understanding others and accepting how and
what they are”. Liden, et al. (2008) describes
“helping followers grow and succeed”
through servant leaders demonstrating
genuine concern for their followers. However,
in a review of servant leadership theories, van
Dierendonck and Patterson (2015) suggest
that empathy is not a direct component of
servant leadership but underpins a broader
construct of compassionate love.2

words, an individual has to have a certain degree

1

Charismatic leadership theory, first developed by
Weber (1947), describes leaders who are seen as
extraordinary by followers.
2 Servant leadership is one that “begins with the
natural feeling one wants to serve, to serve first. Then
conscious choice brings one to aspire to lead. That
person is sharply different from one who is leader first”

Human Change Agency © 2019

(Greenleaf, 1973). Unlike the focus of other leadership
theories on organisational objectives, the purpose of
servant leaders has been primarily described as service
to followers, which in turn may lead to positive
individual and organisational outcomes. One of the
weaknesses of servant leadership theory is that it

16



Fry (2003) develops the notion of spiritual

Finding 5. Emotional intelligence is linked to

leadership based on 11 characteristics,

transformational, authentic leadership, and

including a joint “empathy/compassion”

leadership perceptions

factor, describing it as “I read and understand
the feelings of others. When others are

Although there are some studies that evidece the

suffering, I understand and want to do

relationship between empathy and leadership (for

something about it”.


3

example, Kellett, Humphrey & Sleeth, 2002),

Frangieh and Yaacoub (2017) systematically

research of sufficient quality tends to focus on

reviewed studies of responsible leadership

emotional intelligence (EI), possibly due to EI

(level C study), making a cursory reference to

being a more popular concept in management

empathy and emotional intelligence as

literature.

potential components of the style, noting that
a “leader who lacks emotional intelligence,



relational intelligence, empathy and cognitive

In a meta-analysis, Harms and Credé (2010)

abilities might find it difficult to balance the

indicate a moderate relationship strength

needs of diverse stakeholders” (p. 288). 4

between emotional intelligence and

Finally, in a less established theory of

transformational leadership behaviours (level C

resonant leadership, Boyatzis and McKee

study).6 They also find the relationship is weaker

name compassion as its key component

for ability-based measures of EI, compared to

(2005).5

trait-based EI that measures emotion-related
aspects of personality. 7 The study did not break

spans multiple ways to describe and measure this
leadership style.
3 Fry’s (2003) theory of spiritual leadership links
leaders’ values, attitudes and beliefs with the
fulfilment of followers’ need for ‘spiritual survival’,
which involves the need to make a difference and the
need for belongingness. A spiritual leader provides
followers with paths to find ways in which they can
connect to others and contribute to the group goals in
a meaningful way that, in turn, leads to the
achievement of organisational outcomes.
4 The authors define a responsible leader’s role as “an
influencer and a builder of responsible relationships
with a multitude of diverse stakeholders” (p. 293).
5 Resonant leaders manage the emotions of self and
others to provide goals and give hope in challenging
conditions, instead of acting discouragingly or
alarmingly (Boyatzis & McKee, 2005).

Human Change Agency © 2019
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Transformational leadership is currently the most
researched leadership theory with substantial validity.
Transformational leadership focuses on followers’
cognitive, emotional and spiritual needs, developing
those needs into long-term shared objectives. For
example, a transformational leader may inspire
followers to help them understand the val ue of
achieving the leadership goal, which followers then
accept as their own. Transformational leadership is
contrasted with transactional leadership that focuses
on role and task requirements and utilises rewards
contingent on performance to motivate fol lowers to
achieve goals (Bass & Avolio, 1997).
7 Trait EI describes individual dispositions towards
processing emotional information and includes
empathy as one of those dispositions. Measurement of
trait EI relies on self-report questionnaires. Ability EI
describes actual (mainly cognitive) ability to process

17

down EI to look specifically at the relationship

conflict styles, as well as empowerment of others

between empathy and transformational

(level C study).

leadership, although empathy was named as one
of the components of EI.
Finally, in an experimental design, Melwani,
Mueller and Overbeck (2012) find that
Two similar studies, both by Miao, Humphrey and

compassion is positively associated with

Qian (2018a, 2018b), adopt a meta-analytical

followers’ perceptions of someone as a leader (in

approach to consider the links between EI and

laboratory conditions), and with business school

authentic leadership8 , subordinate task

students on a management course. Therefore

performance and organizational citizenship

display of compassion served as a cue that

behaviour9, finding positive moderate links

someone is likely to emerge as a leader (level C

between EI and all three outcomes (level C

study).

studies). Once again, the relationship between
authentic leadership and ability-based EI was
weak and non-significant.

In a meta-analysis, Schlaerth, Ensari and Christian
(2013) find that EI is positively associated with
constructive conflict management10, although
this relationship was stronger for subordinates
than leaders (level C study). Codier’s (2014) metaanalysis, focusing on nursing research only,
similarly finds a link between EI and positive

emotional information and is measured through
performance tests with correct and incorrect
responses.
8 Walumbwa, et al. (2008) describe authentic
leadership as “a pattern of leader behaviour that draws
upon and promotes both positive psychological
capacities and a positive ethical climate, to foster
greater self-awareness, an internalized moral
perspective, balanced processing of information, and
relational transparency on the part of leaders working

Human Change Agency © 2019

with followers, fostering positive self-development” (p.
94).
9 Organisational citizenship behaviour refers to
individual behaviour that is performed voluntarily and
is not formally rewarded, but generally contributes to
organizational effectiveness (Organ, 1988).
10 Described as collaborative and integrating,
accommodating, obliging, yielding, smoothing,
compromising, confrontational, problem-solving
oriented, or productive reactions to conflict (Schlaerth,
Ensari & Christian, 2013).
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5 Empathy and decision-

employees. Participants who reported greater

making

suggesting that empathy can act as a safeguard

empathic ability were less likely to comply,

against unethical decisions (level A study). In a
series of experiments, Baron, Gürçay and Luce
Krishnakumar and Rymph (2012) explain that

(2018) also found that empathy was positively –

emotions influence decision-making in three

albeit weakly – associated with decision-makers

ways: 1) by referring us to past experiences for

choosing to increase well-being over following a

information about the likely outcomes of possible

rule (level C study).

courses of action; 2) by triggering particular
intentions, helping decision-makers to prioritise
one set of values over another; and 3) by
interfering with individuals’ ability to process
information on a neurological level. Few studies
of sufficient quality examine the role of empathy
in decision-making specifically, and even fewer
papers that focus on decision-making among
leaders and managers met the threshold for study
quality. This section describes the evidence found

In a different study, Schrier (2015) considered
ethical thinking skills when making decisions
about draining or preserving a lake in a virtual
role-playing game. She found that players who
used reasoning and empathy-related thought
processes were less likely to choose an
unsustainable option, compared to control group
participants who appeared to base their decisions
on reasoning only (level A study).

by the review.

Finding 7. Feeling empathy is linked to
Finding 6. Empathic ability is positively
related to making moral decisions
Two studies identified by this review focus on
empathic ability, suggesting that it is positively
linked to making moral decisions.

recognising ethical issues and helping those
in need
Another group of studies manipulated
participants’ empathic state, and found that
feeling empathy was associated with decisionmakers recognising ethical issues and allocating

Dietz and Kleinlogel (2014) conducted a mock

resources to those in need.

manager decision-making exercise on a group of
students, asking them to comply with requests by
an authority figure to cut the wages of their

Human Change Agency © 2019
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This is true both for cognitive and affective

to recognise that certain issues within the

empathy. Faulkner (2018) asked a group of

situation have ethical consequences (level C

participants to imagine how someone subjected

study).

to child labour might feel, instructing the other
group of participants to remain detached. He
found that those experiencing perspective-taking
empathy were prepared to volunteer more hours
to a charity concerned with child labour issues
(level C study). Similarly, manipulating the degree
of empathy that individuals felt towards another
person found greater concern with another
person’s well-being (judged by how virtual
resources were allocated) in both high and low
empathy conditions than in the no-empathy

Just as higher empathy is associated with stronger
moral decision-making, the reverse is also likely to
be true. Using a sample of professional managers
attending an executive education course,
Molinsky, Grant and Margolis (2012) primed
individuals to prioritise rationality and selfinterest, finding that decreased feelings of
empathy and compassion were associated with
decreased financial allocations (level C study).

condition (Van Lange (2008); level C study).

Similar findings have emerged for workplacerelated decisions. For example, on a sample of
business students, Krishnakumar and Rymph
(2012) tested ethical decision-making in a fictional
scenario where respondents were offered the
opportunity to report the unethical practices of
an employee. When primed to experience
sadness towards an employee, the respondents
tended to not report unethical behaviours of
others (level C study). Mencl and May (2016)
conducted a scenario-based survey in a group of
HR managers, asking them to make decisions
about off-shoring, which was associated with
negative financial consequences for the
employees impacted. The study found that
empathy influenced the decision makers’ ability
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6 Types of empathy and

Furthermore, affective empathy supports the

work outcomes

others and took action to do so. In a meta-analysis

degree to which individuals’ wanted to help

the effects of empathic concern on individuals’
attitudes, intentions, and behaviours to support
The previous section looked at the nature of the

others were significantly stronger and more

relationship between empathy in leadership and

positive than for perspective taking (Longmire &

decision-making. However, research has also

Harrison, 2018, level C study). Van der Graaff, et

found that the two types of empathy – cognitive

al.’s (2018) longitudinal research on adolescents

(aka perspective taking) and affective – differ in

confirms this, finding that empathic concern is

the effects they have on outcomes for individuals

consistently related to prosocial behaviour, and

and workplaces. This section explores those

perspective taking is only related to prosocial

differences.

behaviour via empathic concern (level B study).

Finding 8. Affective empathy plays a unique

Empathic concern has a stronger relationship to

role in understanding the ethical issues in a
situation and leading individuals to help
others in need

the attitudes and behaviours of those on the
receiving end, indicating more positive
perceptions of an individual with high empathic
concern by others (Longmire and Harrison, 2018).

Affective empathy helps individuals to recognise

Rockstuhl, Kpail and Ang’s (2017) meta-analysis

ethical issues. For example, in the study of HR

similarly links affective empathy to the skills of

managers’ off-shoring decisions, both cognitive

effective interpersonal relationship management

and affective empathy were associated with

(level C study).

moral recognition (Mencl & May, 2016). However,
only affective empathy was responsible for
making the link between how severe the

Finding 9. Empathic concern may come in to

participants perceived the consequences for

conflict with the value of justice

employees to be and how much of an ethical issue

While experiencing affective empathy can lead

they saw in the scenario (level C study). This

individuals to feel and act on the desire to help

suggests the unique role affective empathy plays

others, that decision to act may not always be

in individuals’ ethical responses.

considered ethical. If helping someone does not
affect anyone else, that decision may indeed be
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the best one from a moral standpoint. However,

“motivational ambivalence” decreased the

when helping others means taking resources

helping behaviour.

away from, or even harming, a third party, the
empathising individuals can experience a conflict
between their motivation to help one person or

Finding 10. Cognitive empathy provides an

group of stakeholders and their recognition of the

advantage in strategic interactions and in

negative consequences for other people or

the context of a power imbalance

groups.

Alongside the positive and specific outcomes
associated with affective empathy, cognitive

Batson, et al. (1995) conducted an experiment
that asked participants to make resource
allocation decisions that affected the welfare of
other individuals (level C study). One group of
decision-makers was made to feel empathy as
part of the experimental settings, and participants
in this group tended to act preferentially toward
those for whom empathy was felt, even though
they recognised that partiality was less fair and
less moral. In contrast, participants in the control
group who were told to remain objective in their
decisions tended to follow a principle of justice,
distributing resources impartially.

empathy (or “perspective taking”) was also found
to be advantageous in certain contexts. Longmire
and Harrison’s (2018) meta-analysis finds that
perspective taking is more effective in strategic
interactions compared to empathic concern:
cognitive empathy allows individuals to create
shared value between the individual and their
beneficiary, while empathic concern typically
results in a negative outcome for the empathising
individual. Galinsky, et al. (2008) reached a similar
conclusion in a series of experiments with MBA
students, designed to compare the effects of the
two types of empathy in negotiations (level C
study). Perspective taking helped participants to
identify underlying motives and come up with

In a more targeted experiment, Oceja, et al.

creative solutions, achieving joint gain without

(2010) compared individuals’ responses to a case

sacrificing their own interest. In contrast,

of a child in need. In one scenario the child could

affective empathy resulted in worst outcomes in

be helped without negative effects to anyone

terms of individual profit.

else, and in another, the decision to help the child
meant that a larger group of children would be
disadvantaged (level C study). While experience of
empathy increased the likelihood of the child
being helped, in the second scenario the so-called
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Rockstuhl, et al. (2017) found that cognitive
empathy better predicts task performance.
Finally perspective taking was found to be a more
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effective strategy in the context of power
imbalance between the individual and their
beneficiary, while the benefits of empathic
concern were similar regardless of hierarchical
differences (Longmire & Harrison, 2018).
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7 The role of stories in the

characters’ emotions, as well as affective

development of empathy

found that reading narratives designed to

empathy. For example, Johnson, et al. (2013)

generate mental images increased readers’
transportation into the story, and was associated
Observing, hearing, or reading about another
person’s emotional state can induce empathy.
Narrative empathy is defined as “the sharing of
feeling and perspective-taking induced by reading,
viewing, hearing, or imagining narratives of
another’s situation and condition” (Keen, 2006;
Keen, 2013). This section is focused on
understanding how narrative empathy comes
about: the mechanisms that link narratives to the
experience of empathy, as well as the effects this
creates.

Finding 11. Vivid11 narratives contribute to
development of cognitive and affective
empathy

with increased affective empathy for story
characters (level C study). Antonetti and Maklan
(2017) similarly found that increased vividness in
the descriptions of online petitions positively
influenced feelings of compassion (level C study),
acting alongside perceived suffering of the
victims, perceived similarity of the victims to the
observer, and the likeability of victims. Similarly,
McEntee, Coleman and Yaschur (2017), point to
the link between vivid stories and empathy in
public relations (level C study).

Focusing on cognitive empathy, Komeda and
Kusumi (2006) identify that the emotional
engagement of readers with the story’s
protagonist help them improve detection of

Several empirical studies have examined the role

reasons behind characters’ feelings (level C

of narratives in the generation of empathy.

study). Finally, in Wojcieszak and Kim’s (2016)

Largely they draw on transportation theory as the

experiment, narratives were associated with

mechanism behind this relationship (Green &

greater message acceptance – that is the

Brock, 2002). Transportation theory suggests that

likelihood that individuals believed messages to

readers or listeners of an impactful story are

be valid and agreed with them (level A study).

“transported” or immersed in the narrative world,
which leads to improved recognition of

11

McEntee, et al. (2017) refer to Nisbett and Ross
(1980) to describe “vivid” information as that which is
“likely to attract and hold our attention and to excite
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the imagination” (p. 45), capable of creating mental
images that create an emotional impact.
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Finding 12. Empathy helps stories effect

towards the athletes (level C study). However, the

change in attitudes, intentions and

most valuable finding of this study concerned the

behaviours, particularly when it inspires

mechanisms explaining exactly how empathy was

feelings of closeness with the characters

linked to this change in attitudes. On the cognitive
side, the influence of empathy on audience

Not only were stories associated with increased
empathy, but also empathy was identified as the
critical mechanism underpinning the relationship
between experience of narratives and a range of
outcomes. In other words, the reason narratives
were able to influence someone to act differently
was the empathy generated by stories that
motivated that individual to change their
attitudes or intentions to behave in a particular
way.

interest in the Paralympics and the destigmatisation of the disabled was underpinned
by reflective thoughts, suggesting that this
element is important when using stories to
generate empathy for positive attitudinal change.
Secondly, on the affective side, the researchers
studied the effects of different “social
comparison” processes resulting from empathic
feelings: elevation (upward comparison of
another person with self), closeness (comparison
at the same level), and pity (downward

Specifically, Johnson, et al. (2013) showed that

comparison). They discovered that empathy

readers’ transportation into a story led to

supported de-stigmatisaton of disabled people

empathy, which then resulted in increased

only when it resulted in feelings of elevation and

prosocial behaviour, and not vice versa. On the

– even more strongly to – closeness, while pity

other hand, McEntee, et al. (2017) found that

had a negative effect on this relationship. These

such narrative-induced empathy did not improve

findings point at the type of feeling that narrative-

moral judgment, which is consistent with

based training should aim to generate in order to

previous observations about potential conflict

achieve the desired effect.

between empathy/prosocial behaviour and values
of justice.

Additionally, Antonetti and Maklan (2017) found
that compassion towards victims of corporate

Bartsch, et al. (2018) also identified a positive

social irresponsibility drove consumers’ anger,

change in prosocial attitudes towards people

which in turn influenced decisions to retaliate

with disabilities when individuals watched videos

against the culprits, suggesting that anger is

about the Paralympics, with the viewers

another mechanism that links feelings of concern

experiencing either cognitive or affective empathy

towards others and changes in attitudes and
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behaviours. Moss-Racusin, et al. (2018) also

participants were asked to empathise with people

pointed at both empathy and anger as

in the story – with participants agreeing with the

mechanisms underpinning the link between

opinions of the other side. However, the greatest

narratives and increased intentions to take action

change in attitudes towards disliked groups was

against gender bias (level C study), although they

achieved through exposing people to numerical

did not explain how the two relate to one other.

evidence and asking them to remain objective to
the information presented. While the authors did
not provide empirical evidence to explain the

Finding 13. Narratives produce a more

distinction, they suggested that referring to

sustained effect on attitudinal and

numerically-based messages allowed people to

behavioural change compared to expert

“save face” when changing opinion on a

evidence

significant issue.

Finally, studies compared the effects of narrative
on individuals’ attitudes and behaviours relative
to other ways of presenting information. For

Using videos, rather than written narratives, to

example, Shen, Ahern and Baker (2014) asked

explore changing attitudes to gender parity,

participants to read news articles about the

Moss-Racusin, et al. (2018) exposed participants

consequences of shale gas drilling, structured

to compelling stories, expert interviews, or a

either in narrative or informational journalistic

hybrid of both. The study found that stories were

style. The study found that narrative news had a

particularly powerful in increasing action-

greater impact on negative attitudes towards

oriented emotions (including empathy and

environmental issues, compared to informational

anger), while expert interviews most strongly

news (level C study). Transportation and empathy

impacted awareness and attitudes, such as

underpinned the mechanism of this relationship.

modern sexism (level C study). Importantly, this

In a more detailed experiment, Wojcieszak and
Kim (2016) compared the effects of evidence that
was based on personal stories with that of
evidence based on statistical data in persuading
people to change their attitudes towards groups
they disliked: illegal immigrants or same-sex
couples (level A study). Narratives were more
likely to induce transportation – especially when
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study found that despite a natural decline in
emotional intensity over a period of time after the
experiment, participants exposed to stories
reported significantly more empathy one week
later compared to the control group, suggesting
that this type of narrative had a uniquely lasting
effect on inducing empathy. Furthermore, stories
also played a part in creating sustained
behavioural intentions. Immediately after the
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experiment participants who watched expert
opinion or hybrid videos were slightly more likely
to say they’d engage in behaviours to promote
gender parity than those who watched narrative
videos. However, only those exposed to
compelling stories retained that intention a week
after the study. Intentions of participants who
watched expert interviews or hybrid videos were
no different from the control group at that time.
This suggests that story-based videos may lead to
stronger long-term intentions, whereas expert
interview videos may lead to stronger immediate
intentions. This is also consistent with the
observation that one of the functions of emotions
is to refer us to past experiences of similar
feelings, providing information about the likely
outcomes of the situation and alternative courses
of action based on historical events
(Krishnakumar & Rymph, 2012).
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8 Synthesis and
conclusions

basis. Not many studies consider the effects of
empathy for leaders and managers specifically,
but wider literature suggests that it can offer
benefits in terms of helping decision-makers

This review identified a wide range of empirical
studies on empathy in leadership, decisionmaking, and the development of empathy
through stories. While no single paper directly
answers the question as to whether experience of
stories can lead senior managers to more positive
strategic choices through feelings of empathy, on
balance the available research suggests that this
relationship is likely.

safeguard against unethical decisions. The two
types of empathy work in different ways,
however. Cognitive empathy is useful in helping
decision-makers understand the perspectives of
others, especially those below them in the
hierarchy, and find win-win solutions without
significant losses to themselves. Affective
empathy – that is feeling the emotions of others –
helps recognise aspects of a situation as having
potential ethical consequences. It is powerful in
compelling the decision-maker to redress

What is empathy and why does it matter?
Empathy is an ability that can be developed in

perceived injustice, even if that means sacrificing
their own interests.

order to understand and experience the emotions
of another person. It has been described both as a
trait – that is a stable ability of a person that can
grow over time – as well as a temporary state that
emerges in response to a stimulus. The literature
distinguishes between cognitive empathy, which
helps us understand another person and imagine
ourselves in their shoes, and affective empathy,
which allows us to feel the emotions of others.

What does this mean for leaders?
These findings provide an important insight into
the types of empathic capacity that can best
support managerial decision-making depending
on the type of circumstances managers
encounter. Figure 1 provides a prototype of a
framework for managers to help them to reflect
on the situation at hand and become mindful of
the effects of cognitive of affective empathy can

Empathy is a key characteristic of leadership, even

have on their decision to act. It can also be used in

though management studies have mainly focused

the development of leaders, to support them in

on emotional intelligence – a broader ability,

growing capabilities to deploy the most

describing individuals’ capacity to perceive

appropriate type of empathic response depending

emotions accurately, and problem-solve on that

on context.
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For example, senior managers aware of inherent

affective empathy when dealing with systematic

injustices affecting a group of staff – let’s say the

absences within a team, where feeling compelled

low wages of cleaners employed through a

to help others can have a detrimental overall

supplier – might need to feel the emotions of

effect on team performance, even if it supports

someone working in those conditions in order to

an individual team members’ needs.

be compelled to take a stand to resolve that
injustice, even if that decision is perceived as
unfair to other, higher-paid groups of staff, or
bears a “cost” to the decision-maker in terms of
time, personal resources, or relationships with
other senior stakeholders. Similarly, a team leader
faced with a request for special leave from a team
member experiencing a bereavement would
benefit from the same type of affective empathy
to make an exception outside of formal
organisational policy.

Finally, there are likely to be situations where
both types of empathy have a part to play. This
could include creating strong and compelling
strategies that create shared value for multiple
stakeholders while addressing the specific needs
of a disadvantaged group, as in the example
where employment challenges of autistic people
are addressed by matching them to jobs that
benefit from the attributes they bring to work 12.
At a team level this might involve creating a vision
for a culture where diverse members of the team

Yet, these considerations would be less helpful in

feel able to perform well.

a different set of circumstances, for example,
when managers conduct strategic negotiations
with partners and suppliers, or coach their direct
reports to solve workplace issues. Even though

Figure 1. Relevance of empathy types to
managerial decision-making

these leaders might feel the emotions of others,
such as the apprehension and anxiety of a
supplier entering a high-stakes contract, or the
frustration of an employee managing a difficult
colleague, they are more likely to come up with a
win-win solution if they rely on cognitive, rather
than affective empathy. Similarly a cognitive
empathic approach might be more useful than

12 https://www.theguardian.com/society/2017/oct/09/

autism-working-spectrum-capable-employees-talent
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How can stories contribute to the

Despite evidence that the differentiated effects of

development of empathy?

cognitive and affective empathy depends on the

Psychology literature provides the strongest and
most relevant evidence underpinning the link
between narratives, empathy, and changes in

task at hand, research on narratives does not
explicitly link types of stories to the types of
empathy they might help develop.

individuals’ attitudes, intentions and behaviours.
First, vivid narratives affect cognitive and affective
empathy, by transporting the audience into the
story world, and helping them feel what the
characters of the story might be feeling. Secondly,
experience of compelling stories is associated
with sustained change in individuals’ attitudes,
intentions, and behaviours. For example, people
might change their opinions about groups of
others they previously disliked, or engage in
behaviours to help those that they empathised
with through a story.

Future research
The most obvious evidence gap is due to the lack
of research specifically on the relationship of
narratives, empathy, and decision-making among
leaders. While empathy is generally seen as a key
characteristic of leadership and contributes to
decision-makers’ ability to recognise certain
issues in a situation as having ethical
consequences, no studies identified in the current
review closed the gap between empathy-inducing
stories and leadership behaviours or strategic
choices. Current literature offers both theoretical

Of course, that relationship is highly nuanced. For

frameworks, those based on transportation

example, use of stories to trigger empathy needs

theory and empathy-led moral development, as

to be tailored to inspire feelings of closeness,

well as practical methods for experimentally

rather than pity. The latter can have a

testing the relationship between empathy-

counterproductive effect, highlighting the social

inducing narratives and change in attitudes and

distance between the audience members and the

behaviours. The tools for addressing the key

story characters. In addition, expert interviews

research question are available but have not yet

and statistical information have a stronger impact

been applied to relevant populations of leaders in

on individuals’ awareness of issues compared

a robust way.

with story-based narratives. They might also
represent a “safer” type of evidence for people to
refer to when explaining why they now feel that a
change is required.
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Another important step would be to further test
the claim that specific types of narratives are
more effective for creating sustained change in
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behaviours, as opposed to an immediate strong
emotional or cognitive reaction. Moss-Racusin, et
al. (2018) have provide some evidence for this,
although the timeframe of reported change was
very short (one week). However, the overall
approach for testing change in attitudes and
behaviours over time is useful, and future studies
could test whether leaders who make different
strategic choices as a result of exposure to
empathic stories would consistently demonstrate
more considerate styles of decision-making over
time.

Finally, as the research suggests a strong
association between affective empathy and
compassion fatigue, it would be important to
understand how to use empathy-inducing
narratives in a way that does not surpass the
threshold after which decision-makers risk facing
negative consequences for themselves and do not
engage in positive behaviours towards others due
to emotional exhaustion.
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Appendix 1. Methodology,

found and were considered relevant and valid,
but did not appear directly in the search.

search terms and selection
process

The search consisted of combinations of various
terms, including “empathy”, “leadership”,
“management”, “decision-making”, but also
included terms that could potentially be related to

Methodology

the topic, such as “compassion” and “emotional

This review adopts a “Rapid Evidence

intelligence”. While the current review is primarily

Assessment” methodology. The Center for

interested in decision-making among business

Evidence-Based Management explains the

leaders, due to a lack of good-quality research,

method as follows:

the search on the link between empathy and

“A Rapid Evidence Assessment (REA) provides

decision-making was expanded to consider

a balanced assessment of what is known (and

evidence across samples (e.g. studies conducted

not known) in the scientific literature about an

on students).

intervention, problem or practical issue by
using a systematic methodology to search and
critically appraise empirical studies. However,

Full information about the search approach is
available in Table 3.

in order to be ‘rapid’, an REA makes
concessions in relation to the breadth, depth
and comprehensiveness of the search.”13

As a result of the search 111 studies were
identified. After the initial review of abstracts and
texts for relevance only 33 studies were

Three databases were searched to identify studies
relevant for the research questions: ABI/INFORM
Global, Business Source Premier, and APA
PsycArticles. The search was limited to articles in
peer-reviewed journals, and those published in
English. Several studies were additionally included
in the review as they were referenced in articles

13

For more information on the method and the study
of quality grading, see Barends, Rousseau and Briner
(n.d.) CEBMa Guideline for Rapid Evidence
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considered to be relevant for the research
questions and reviewed in full. The criteria for
including the studies were as follows:


Quantitative, empirical studies;



Studies measuring the effects of empathy on
individuals’ attitudes and behaviours, or

Assessments in Management and Organizations
https://www.cebma.org/wp-content/uploads/CEBMaREA-Guideline.pdf [Accessed 11 July 2018]
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studies measuring effects of narratives on the

provide context for the empirical studies

development of empathy;

identified by the REA.

Studies of sufficient quality, graded level C or
above (see Table 2). This includes systematic
reviews and meta-analyses14, as well as
randomised controlled trials15, longitudinal
studies, before-and-after studies, or
experiments that included a control group,

The paper presents the findings of the review and
draws conclusions based on the evidence found.

Figure 2. Article selection process

but excludes cross-sectional studies (for
example surveys conducted at a point in
time), qualitative research and case studies.

Table 2. Methodological appropriateness of
studies (Barends, Rousseau and Briner, n.d., p.17)

The discussion is also complemented by wider
literature describing empathy and related
concepts from a theoretical point of view to

14

Meta-analysis is a type of statistical analysis that
pools together a group of similar studies to provide a
combined conclusion about a research question.
15 A randomised controlled trial is a type of experiment
where a group of people is randomly assigned to
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receive an intervention. The effects of the intervention
are compared with the baseline, as well as the changes
in a randomly assigned control group.
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Table 3. Search terms and hits
Search terms
ti(empath* OR compassion*) AND (ti(leader* OR manage* OR CEO*) OR ab(leader* OR
manage* OR CEO*))
(ab(empath* OR (emotion* intelligen*)) OR ti(empath* OR (emotion* intelligen*)) AND
leader*) AND (TI(meta-analy*) OR AB(meta- analy*) OR TI("systematic review") OR
AB("systematic review"))
(ab(empath* OR (emotion* intelligen*)) OR ti(empath* OR (emotion* intelligen*)) AND
leader*) AND (TI(experiment* OR controlled OR longitudinal OR randomised OR quasi)
OR AB(experiment* OR "controlled stud*" OR "controlled trial" OR "control group" OR
"control variable" OR "comparison group" OR "comparative stud*" OR quasi OR
longitudinal OR randomis ed OR randomly OR laboratory OR "before and after stud*"
OR "pretest post*" OR "time series" OR "case control" OR "case cohort" OR "cohort
stud*" OR "prospective stud*"))
(ab(empath* OR (emotion* intelligen*)) OR ti(empath* OR (emotion* intelligen*)) AND
(moral* OR ethic* OR value* OR j usti*)) AND (TI(meta-analy*) OR AB(meta- analy*) OR
TI("systematic review") OR AB("systematic review"))
(ab(empath* OR (emotion* intelligen*)) OR ti(empath* OR (emotion* intelligen*)) AND
(moral* OR ethic* OR value* OR justi*)) AND (TI(experiment* OR controlled OR
longitudinal OR randomis ed OR quasi) OR AB(experiment* OR "controlled stud*" OR
"controlled trial" OR "control group" OR "control variable" OR "comparison group" OR
"comparative stud*" OR quasi OR longitudinal OR randomis ed OR randomly OR
laboratory OR "before and after stud*" OR "pretest post*" OR "time series" OR "case
control" OR "case cohort" OR "cohort stud*" OR "prospective stud*"))
((ab(empath* OR emotion* OR compassion*) OR ti(empath* OR emotion* OR
compassion*)) AND (ab(decision* OR decid*) OR ti(decision* OR decid*))) AND
(TI(meta-analy*) OR AB(meta- analy*) OR TI("systematic review") OR AB("systematic
review"))
((ab(empath* OR emotion* OR compassion*) OR ti(empath* OR emotion* OR
compassion*)) AND (ab(decision* OR decid*) OR ti(decision* OR decid*))) AND
(TI(experiment* OR controlled OR longitudinal OR randomis ed OR quasi) OR
AB(experiment* OR "controlled stud*" OR "controlled trial" OR "control group" OR
"control variable" OR "comparison group" OR "comparative stud*" OR quasi OR
longitudinal OR randomis ed OR randomly OR laboratory OR "before and after stud*"
OR "pretest post*" OR "time series" OR "case control" OR "case cohort" OR "cohort
stud*" OR "prospective stud*"))
(TI(empath* OR "emotion* intell igen*") AND (develop* OR train* OR interven*)) AND
(TI(meta-analy*) OR AB(meta- analy*) OR TI("systematic review") OR AB("systematic
review"))
(TI(empath* OR "emotion* intelligen*") AND (develop* OR train* OR interven*)) AND
(TI(experiment* OR controlled OR longitudinal OR randomis ed OR quasi) OR
AB(experiment* OR "controlled stud*" OR "controlled trial" OR "control group" OR
"control variable" OR "comparison group" OR "comparative stud*" OR quasi OR
longitudinal OR randomis ed OR randomly OR laboratory OR "before and after stud*"
OR "pretest post*" OR "time series" OR "case control" OR "case cohort" OR "cohort
stud*" OR "prospective stud*"))
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