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amid growing social complexities, polarization, and declining public trust in government
institutions. The ability of public sector organizations to address emotion-centered
challenges—such as crisis management and cultural diversity—depends more on emotionally
intelligent governance than on the efficiency of administrative procedures alone. Despite
policy emphasis on developing empathetic leadership, empirical studies have rarely explored
the formation and institutionalization of empathy within bureaucratic structures, often
reducing it to an individual personality trait. This study aimed to identify operational strategies
for strengthening empathy at the individual, organizational, and institutional levels in Iran's
public sector organizations. A qualitative approach based on thematic analysis was employed,
drawing on semi-structured in-depth interviews with 50 employees and managers from 18
government institutions. Purposive maximum variation sampling was used to ensure diversity
across organizational levels, years of service, and institution types. Findings indicate that,
beyond personality traits, leadership factors, human resource policies, and organizational
norms substantially shape empathetic behaviors. Three interconnected levels (individual,
organizational, and institutional) were identified as critical in fostering empathy. The study
reconceptualizes empathy as a multi-level organizational capability and proposes a tripartite
framework consisting of: (1) creating a supportive organizational culture, (2) systematic
emotional development training, and (3) promoting inclusion and diversity. This research
constitutes the first systematic effort in Iran to institutionalize empathy as an institutional
capacity. It offers practical guidance for public leaders, policymakers, and human resource
professionals to deliver more humane, responsive, and trust-enhancing public services.
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1. Introduction challenges such as crisis management and
Empathy, defined as the ability to understand and cultural diversity, public sector organizations
share the feelings of others, has emerged as a increasingly rely on emotionally intelligent
critical competency in public administration. In governance rather than purely procedural
an era marked by increasing social complexity, efficiency. Empathetic leadership and practices
societal polarization, declining citizen trust in bridge the gap between bureaucratic operations
government institutions, and emotion-laden and human-centered service delivery by fostering
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citizen participation,
institutional legitimacy.

policy inclusivity, and

Despite growing global recognition of empathy’s
role in improving organizational performance,
reducing interpersonal conflicts, enhancing team
collaboration, and promoting ethical decision-
making,  public  sector  bureaucracies—
characterized by rigid hierarchies, administrative
inertia, and short-term operational priorities—
often overlook emotional intelligence. Most
existing studies treat empathy as an individual
trait rather than as a multilevel organizational
capacity that can  be  systematically
institutionalized. In Iran, where public
administration operates within a collectivist
cultural context that emphasizes ethical and
religious values, such as mercy and justice,
alongside hierarchical bureaucratic structures, the
need for empathetic governance is particularly
acute. Such governance can help reduce the
government-—citizen gap, enhance organizational
resilience amid crises and sanctions, and rebuild
public trust. However, empirical research on
institutionalizing empathy in Iranian public
organizations remains scarce, with limited
attention to multilevel strategies encompassing
the individual, organizational, and institutional
levels.

Research Problem and Gap

While international literature  highlights
empathy’s positive effects on employee well-
being, service quality, and public value creation,
few studies have systematically explored its
operationalization and institutionalization in

bureaucratic public settings. In the Iranian
context, structural barriers, such as rigid
hierarchies; cultural influences, including

collectivism and ethical norms; and policy
priorities have not been adequately examined in
relation to empathy development. This gap is
evident in the lack of multilevel frameworks that
integrate individual traits with organizational
norms and institutional policies. The present
study addresses this gap by investigating the lived
experiences of public sector employees and
managers in Iran to identify practical strategies
for fostering empathy at multiple levels.

Objectives
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The primary objective was to identify operational
strategies for strengthening empathy across the
individual, organizational, and institutional levels
in lranian public sector organizations. The
secondary aims were to redefine empathy as a
multilevel organizational capability and propose
a tripartite framework for its institutionalization.

2. Methods

This qualitative study adopted a descriptive—
interpretive phenomenological approach guided
by Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) trustworthiness
criteria. Data were collected through semi-
structured, in-depth interviews with 50
employees and managers from 18 diverse Iranian
government institutions, supplemented by
organizational documents, including HR policies
and training reports. Purposive maximum-
variation sampling ensured diversity in gender,
organizational level—including senior, middle,
and frontline positions—years of service,
institution type, and geographic region.

Interviews lasted between 30 and 45 minutes,
with an average duration of 38 minutes. Of the
interviews, 74% were conducted virtually and
26% in person. All interviews were audio-
recorded with informed consent, transcribed
verbatim, and analyzed using inductive thematic
analysis following Graneheim and Lundman
(2004). Approximately 1,850 meaning units were
condensed into 874 initial codes, which were
grouped into 42 subcategories, 14 main
categories, and three overarching themes. Data
saturation was reached after 43-45 interviews.
Trustworthiness ~ was  ensured  through
triangulation of interviews and documents,
member checking involving summary feedback
from 12 participants, peer debriefing involving
independent coding by two researchers with 88%
agreement, and reflexive journaling.

3. Results

Beyond personality traits, leadership behaviors,
human resource practices—including
recruitment,  training, and  performance
appraisal—and organizational norms
significantly shaped empathetic behaviors. Three
interconnected levels emerged:

1. Individual level: Self-awareness,
emotional regulation, and perspective-

Hassan Danaee Fard, Samaneh Yazdani. Analyzing Strategies for Enhancing Empathy among Employees in Iran's Public Sector:
A Qualitative Study



Journal of Executive Management

1z

:C

taking were foundational to empathy but
were often constrained by workload and
stress.

2. Organizational level: A supportive
culture characterized by psychological
safety, peer coaching, participatory
decision-making, systematic emotional-
development programs—including
empathy workshops, Balint groups, and

interdepartmental projects—and
inclusive norms fostered collective
empathy.

3. Institutional level: Policies promoting
diversity, the  representation  of
marginalized groups, and citizen-
centered  service  design  helped
institutionalize empathy as a systemic
capacity.

The study redefines empathy as a multilevel
organizational ability and proposes a tripartite
framework comprising: (1) creating a supportive
and positive organizational culture; (2)
institutionalizing systematic emotional-
development practices; and (3) strengthening
workforce inclusion and diversity.

4. Conclusion

These findings align with global literature
emphasizing empathy’s role in reducing burnout,
enhancing resilience, and promoting inclusive
governance (e.g., Mussagulova, 2024; Beck &
Ranchordas, 2025). In Iran, cultural values,
including collectivism and ethical-religious
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norms, alongside bureaucratic challenges,
amplify the need for multilevel interventions. The
proposed framework offers practical guidance for
public leaders seeking to integrate empathy into
HR systems, leadership training, and policy
design, thereby humanizing services, improving
responsiveness, and rebuilding trust. This study
represents the first systematic Iranian effort to
treat empathy as an institutional capacity,
contributing to theories of human-centered
governance and addressing gaps in developing-
country contexts.

Investing in empathy at multiple levels is
foundational to building more humane, adaptive,
and trustworthy public institutions in complex,
digitally mediated, and socially fragmented
environments. Future research should include
comparative studies, longitudinal evaluations of
empathy interventions, and explorations of
empathy in digital public services.
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