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What is empathy in leadership?

Empathy in leadership is the ability to:

• Understand how others feel

• Consider their perspective

• Respond with care and fairness

• Support people’s emotional and practical needs

Empathy does not mean agreeing with everyone or avoiding 

difficult conversations — it means leading with awareness, 

respect, and humanity.

Empathy is one of the most important leadership skills — especially in 

hospitality, where understanding guests, colleagues, and teams directly 

impacts service quality and workplace wellbeing.

Empathetic leaders listen, understand others’ perspectives, and support 

people in ways that help them succeed.
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Why it matters?

• Improves teamwork and trust

• Reduces conflict and miscommunication

• Increases motivation and engagement

• Strengthens relationships with staff, guests, and colleagues

• Helps leaders make fairer, more informed decisions

• Supports positive workplace culture and service excellence

Empathy is a core competency for managers in hospitality and people-

oriented industries.
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Step-by-step: how to practice empathetic leadership

1 Listen actively

Great leaders listen more than they speak.

• Maintain eye contact

• Avoid interrupting

• Ask clarifying questions

• Show understanding (“I hear you…”)

Active listening creates psychological safety.
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2 Notice emotions and non-verbal cues

Pay attention to:

• Tone of voice

• Body language

• Stress or frustration

• Unusual silence or withdrawal

These signals often communicate more than words.

3 Ask perspective-taking questions

Instead of assuming, ask:

• “How are you feeling about this situation?”

• “What challenges are you facing?”

• “What support would be helpful?”

This builds trust and helps uncover the real issue.
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4 Respond with understanding

Show that you care about their experience.

• Acknowledge emotions (“That sounds really stressful.”)

• Validate feelings (“I understand why you felt that way.”)

• Offer support (“Let’s find a solution together.”)

Empathy = connection + action.

5 Communicate clearly and kindly

Even when giving difficult feedback:

• Be respectful

• Focus on behaviour, not personality

• Explain the impact

• Offer next steps and support

Empathy makes feedback constructive, not discouraging.
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Example: Empathy in Hospitality Leadership

Situation: A team member is repeatedly late for their shift.

Without empathy:

“Why are you always late? You need to improve or there will be 

consequences.”

With empathetic leadership:

“I’ve noticed you’ve been arriving late recently. Is everything okay? How 

can we work together to solve this?”

You may discover they’re caring for a family member or struggling with 

transport. Together, you can find a realistic solution while maintaining 

professional expectations.

6 Support growth and development

Empathetic leaders help others succeed.

• Celebrate small wins

• Offer coaching or mentoring

• Check in regularly

• Empower others to take responsibility

This builds confidence and strengthens the team.
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Tips & Tricks

Pause before reacting — respond, don’t react

Avoid assumptions — ask open questions

Recognise that people handle stress differently

Practice humility — you don’t always know the full story

Remember: empathy doesn’t weaken leadership; it strengthens it

Use “I” statements to reduce defensiveness

Stay calm during conflict; empathy thrives in clarity

More information here:
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Sample empathy reflection template

Situation
What I 
noticed

What the 
other person 
may have felt

How I 
responded

How I could 
respond more 
empathetically 

next time

Teammate 
missed a 

group 
meeting

Looked 
stressed, 
apologised

Embarrassed, 
overwhelmed

Said we 
were 
frustrated

Gave brief 
answers

Member was 
quiet during 
presentation 

prep

Avoided eye 
contact, brief 
answers

Nervous, 
unsure

Continued 
practice 
without 
checking in

Gently ask if they 
need help; offer 
support or extra 
practice

Coworker 
snapped 

during busy 
service

Tense tone, 
rushed

Stressed, under 
pressure

Responded 
defensively

Stay calm; say 
“How can I 
help?” to reduce 
tension

Classmate 
delivered 

work late due 
to issues

Tired, worried Guilty, stressed
Pointed out 
the 
deadline

Acknowledge 
difficulty; discuss 
how to share 
workload fairly

Student asked 
many basic 
questions

Hesitant, 
apologetic

Insecure, 
needing 
guidance

Gave brief 
answers

Slow down; 
explain clearly; 
encourage them; 
offer resources
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