Formosa Journal of Multidisciplinary Research (FJ]MR)
Vol. 5 No. 8, 2026: 2851-2864

The Role of Empathic Leadership in Reducing Burnout and
Increasing Employee Loyalty in Flexible Work Era

Theresia M D Kaunang'*, Siti Mahmudah?, Abdul Rahman3 Novi Sanjaya#*
1Universitas Sam Ratulangi, Indonesia

2Politeknik NSC Surabaya, Indonesia

3Universitas Muhammadiyah Palu, Indonesia

4Universitas 17 Agustus 1945 Surabaya, Indonesia

Corresponding Author: Theresia M D Kaunang t.kaunang07@gmail.com

ARTICLEINFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: Empathic The rapid adoption of flexible work systems,
Leadership; Burnout; including remote and hybrid work arrangements,
Employee Loyalty has transformed organizational practices while

simultaneously creating new challenges related to
employee well-being and retention. Increased job
demands, blurred work-life boundaries, and
reduced face-to-face interactions have contributed
©2026  Kaunang, ~ Mahmudah, tO higher levels of employee burnout and
Rahman, Sanjaya: This is an open- weakened organizational attachment. This study
access article distributed under the aims to analyze the role of empathic leadership in
terms of the Creative Commons reducing employee burnout and increasing

Received : 25, June
Revised : 22, July
Accepted: 20, August

Atribusi 4.0 Internasional. employee loyalty in the era of flexible work
@‘@- systems. The research employed a Narrative

Literature Review (NLR) approach by examining
scholarly publications, academic books,
conference proceedings, and institutional reports
published between 2015 and 2025. Relevant
literature was collected from reputable databases
and analyzed using content analysis and narrative
synthesis techniques. The findings reveal that
empathic leadership functions as a critical
organizational resource that helps employees cope
with work-related stress, enhances psychological
well-being, and reduces emotional exhaustion.
Furthermore, empathic leadership strengthens
employee loyalty by fostering trust, perceived
organizational support, job satisfaction, and
affective commitment. Psychological well-being
also serves as an important mediating mechanism
linking empathic leadership with lower burnout
and higher loyalty.

DOI: https:/ /doi.org/10.55927 / fimr.v5i8.181 2851
ISSN-E: 2829-8896
https:/ /journalfimr.my.id /index.php/fimr



https://doi.org/10.55927/fjmr.v5i8.181
https://journalfjmr.my.id/index.php/fjmr
mailto:t.kaunang07@gmail.com
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Kaunang, Mahmudah, Rahman, Sanjaya

INTRODUCTION

The transformation of the modern workplace driven by digital
technological advancements and organizational restructuring has accelerated the
adoption of flexible work systems across various industries (Allen et al., 2015).
Flexible work arrangements enable employees to manage their work schedules
and locations more independently, thereby improving work-life balance and
overall job satisfaction (Kossek et al., 2014). However, despite these advantages,
flexible work systems also introduce new challenges, including increased job
demands, blurred boundaries between personal and professional life, and
heightened psychological pressures that may contribute to employee burnout
(Eurofound & ILO, 2017). This phenomenon has become increasingly prominent
following the COVID-19 pandemic, which significantly accelerated the
implementation of hybrid and remote working models worldwide (Kniffin et al.,
2021).

Burnout is a psychological syndrome characterized by emotional
exhaustion, depersonalization, and a reduced sense of personal accomplishment
resulting from prolonged exposure to work-related stress (Maslach & Leiter,
2016). Numerous studies have demonstrated that burnout negatively affects
employee productivity, job satisfaction, organizational commitment, and service
quality (Schaufeli et al., 2009). Furthermore, burnout increases absenteeism,
turnover intentions, and mental health problems, all of which can threaten
organizational sustainability and performance in the long term (Salvagioni et al.,
2017). Consequently, organizations are increasingly required to develop
leadership approaches capable of supporting employee well-being and
mitigating workplace stress within flexible working environments (Bakker &
Demerouti, 2017).

One leadership approach that has gained considerable attention in human
resource management and organizational behavior literature is empathic
leadership (Kock et al., 2019). Empathic leadership refers to a leader’s ability to
understand, share, and appropriately respond to the emotions, concerns, and
needs of employees in various workplace situations (Gentry et al., 2007). Leaders
who demonstrate empathy tend to foster supportive work environments,
enhance psychological safety, and establish stronger interpersonal relationships
with their subordinates (Edmondson & Lei, 2014). Within flexible work settings,
empathy becomes an increasingly critical competency because interactions are
often mediated through digital communication channels, requiring greater
sensitivity to employees” emotional and professional circumstances (Bhave et al.,
2020).

Beyond promoting employee well-being, empathic leadership also plays
a strategic role in strengthening employee loyalty toward the organization (Kock
et al., 2019). Employee loyalty reflects an individual’s willingness to remain with
the organization, support its goals, and contribute positively over time (Meyer &
Allen, 1991). Employees who perceive genuine care, support, and recognition
from their leaders are more likely to develop stronger emotional attachment and
commitment to the organization (Eisenberger et al, 2002). Conversely,
inadequate leadership support can intensify feelings of isolation and increase
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employees’ intentions to leave the organization, particularly in geographically
dispersed and flexible work environments (Golden et al., 2008).

LITERATURE REVIEW

The urgency of this study is reinforced by the growing prevalence of
tlexible working arrangements, which are projected to become a dominant model
of employment in the future (World Economic Forum, 2023). Organizations are
expected not only to maintain productivity but also to safeguard employee
mental health and loyalty amid rapidly evolving work patterns (OECD, 2021).
Although many organizations have adopted flexible work policies, significant
challenges remain in reducing employee burnout and retaining a committed
workforce (Kniffin et al., 2021). Therefore, a deeper understanding is needed
regarding the role of empathic leadership as a strategic mechanism for
simultaneously addressing employee burnout and loyalty in contemporary
workplaces.

Previous studies have highlighted the positive relationship between
leadership empathy and various employee and organizational outcomes. Kock
et al. (2019) found that empathic leadership behaviors positively influence
employee engagement and performance. Bhave et al. (2020) reported that
leadership support helps remote workers manage stress and adapt more
effectively to virtual work environments. Eisenberger et al. (2002) demonstrated
that perceived organizational and supervisory support significantly enhance
employee commitment and retention. Similarly, Bakker and Demerouti (2017)
emphasized that job resources, including leadership support, serve as critical
factors in preventing burnout. Despite these contributions, limited research has
simultaneously examined the influence of empathic leadership on both burnout
reduction and employee loyalty enhancement within the context of flexible work
systems, creating a significant gap in the existing literature.

Based on the aforementioned background, this study aims to analyze the
influence of empathic leadership on reducing employee burnout and increasing
employee loyalty in the era of flexible work systems. The findings are expected
to contribute to the advancement of leadership and organizational behavior
theories while providing practical insights for organizations seeking to develop
more adaptive, employee-centered, and sustainable human resource
management strategies in response to the evolving nature of work.

METHODOLOGY

This study employed a Narrative Literature Review (NLR) approach to
examine the influence of empathic leadership on reducing burnout and
enhancing employee loyalty in the era of flexible work systems. The Narrative
Literature Review method was selected because it enables researchers to
synthesize and interpret findings from diverse studies, providing a
comprehensive understanding of a particular phenomenon (Grant & Booth,
2009). Through this approach, the study explores theoretical perspectives,
empirical findings, and emerging trends related to empathic leadership, burnout,
employee loyalty, and flexible work arrangements.
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The data used in this study were secondary data obtained from scholarly
sources, including peer-reviewed journal articles, academic books, conference
proceedings, and reports from international organizations. Literature was
collected from reputable databases such as Google Scholar, Scopus,
ScienceDirect, SpringerLink, and Taylor & Francis Online. The inclusion criteria
comprised publications related to empathic leadership, burnout, employee
loyalty, and flexible work systems published between 2015 and 2025 and
available in full-text format (Baethge et al., 2019).

Data collection was conducted through a documentation study by
searching and selecting relevant literature using keywords such as empathic
leadership, burnout, employee loyalty, organizational commitment, remote work, and
flexible work arrangements. The selected articles were screened based on their titles,
abstracts, keywords, and relevance to the research objectives before being
reviewed in detail (Baethge et al., 2019).

Data analysis was carried out using content analysis and narrative
synthesis techniques. The selected literature was categorized according to major
themes, including empathic leadership, burnout, employee loyalty, and flexible
work systems. Subsequently, key concepts, theories, and findings were
identified, compared, and synthesized to reveal patterns, relationships, and
research gaps. The final stage involved critically interpreting the findings to
develop a comprehensive understanding of the role of empathic leadership in
reducing burnout and increasing employee loyalty within flexible work
environments (Barnett-Page & Thomas, 2009).

RESEARCH RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The Influence of Empathic Leadership on Reducing Employee Burnout in the
Flexible Work Era

The findings indicate that empathic leadership significantly contributes to
reducing employee burnout in organizations implementing flexible work
arrangements. Flexible work systems such as remote work and hybrid work have
become increasingly common because they provide employees with greater
autonomy and flexibility. However, these arrangements also create new
psychosocial challenges, including blurred work-life boundaries, continuous
digital connectivity, social isolation, and communication difficulties. These
conditions often contribute to emotional exhaustion, which represents the core
dimension of burnout (Maslach et al., 2009).

According to the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) Theory, burnout emerges
when job demands exceed the resources available to employees (Bakker &
Demerouti, 2017). In flexible work environments, employees are frequently
exposed to increased work demands due to the expectation of constant
availability through digital technologies. Under these circumstances, empathic
leadership functions as an important organizational resource that helps
employees cope with work pressures and maintain psychological well-being.

Empathic leaders actively listen to employees’ concerns, acknowledge
emotional challenges, and provide support tailored to individual needs. Such
leadership behaviors contribute to the development of psychological safety,
which allows employees to openly discuss difficulties and seek assistance
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without fear of negative consequences (Edmondson, 2019). As a result,
employees experience lower levels of stress, reduced emotional exhaustion, and
greater resilience when facing work-related challenges.

Figure 1. Inﬂuence of Empathlc Leadershlp on Employee Outcomes in Flexible
Work Environments

Research has consistently shown that employees who perceive higher
levels of emotional support from their leaders report lower burnout and higher
well-being. Kock et al. (2019) found that empathic leadership positively
influences employee engagement and psychological health by fostering trust,
understanding, and emotional connection between leaders and subordinates.
Similarly, organizational support and leadership support have been identified as
crucial factors in reducing burnout among employees working under flexible
work arrangements (Amri et al., 2022).

The importance of empathic leadership becomes particularly evident in
Indonesia's post-pandemic work environment. One notable example can be
observed at PT Telkom Indonesia, which implemented Flexible Working
Arrangements (FWA) following the COVID-19 pandemic. While the company
benefited from increased flexibility and digital transformation, management
recognized the need to maintain employee well-being and organizational
connectedness. Consequently, supervisors were encouraged to strengthen
communication, conduct regular employee check-ins, and provide emotional
support to employees facing work and family-related challenges.

A study conducted on PT Telkom Indonesia employees found that flexible
working arrangements positively influenced work engagement when employees
perceived strong support from leaders and the organization (Arminalifah &
Widawati, 2024). Employees who experienced supportive and understanding
leadership reported greater adaptability, lower work-related stress, and stronger
engagement despite the challenges associated with remote and hybrid work
systems. These findings suggest that empathic leadership can serve as a
protective factor against burnout by helping employees manage the demands of
flexible work.
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Figure 2. Relationship Between Empathic Leadership and Burnout

Another example is found among Indonesian State Civil Apparatus (ASN)
employees working under hybrid work arrangements. Dara et al. (2025) reported
that hybrid working systems could increase employee burnout when
organizational and managerial support were insufficient. However, the study
also demonstrated that perceived organizational support significantly reduced
burnout and enhanced employee well-being. Since organizational support is
often delivered through leader behaviors and daily interactions, the findings
highlight the importance of empathy-based leadership in protecting employees
from psychological strain.

Furthermore, Amri et al. (2022) found that perceived organizational
support mediated the relationship between flexible work arrangements and
employee well-being among Indonesian employees during the pandemic period.
Employees who believed that their organizations genuinely cared about their
welfare experienced lower burnout levels despite facing substantial work
demands. These findings align with Social Exchange Theory, which suggests that
employees reciprocate supportive treatment from leaders and organizations
through positive attitudes and psychological commitment (Blau, 1964).

Figure 3. Key Factors Supportmg Employee Well- Belng in Flex1b1e Work
Systems

From a theoretical perspective, these findings reinforce the JD-R Theory
by demonstrating that empathic leadership functions as a valuable job resource
capable of mitigating the negative effects of increasing job demands in flexible
work environments (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). At the same time, the findings
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support Social Exchange Theory by showing that employees respond positively
when leaders demonstrate genuine concern for their well-being (Blau, 1964).

Overall, the evidence suggests that empathic leadership should not be
viewed merely as an interpersonal competency but rather as a strategic
organizational capability. In the flexible work era, organizations that cultivate
empathy among leaders are better positioned to reduce employee burnout,
strengthen psychological well-being, and maintain sustainable workforce
performance.

The Influence of Empathic Leadership on Employee Loyalty

The findings demonstrate that empathic leadership plays a critical role in
strengthening employee loyalty in the era of flexible work systems. Employee
loyalty refers not only to employees” willingness to remain in an organization but
also to their emotional attachment, commitment, and readiness to contribute
beyond formal job requirements. In modern organizations, particularly those
implementing hybrid and remote work arrangements, employee loyalty has
become increasingly important because physical separation may weaken
interpersonal relationships and reduce employees’ sense of belonging. Under
such circumstances, empathic leadership functions as a relational mechanism
that helps maintain strong connections between employees, leaders, and
organizations.

Empathic leaders create loyalty by fostering trust-based relationships.
Employees are more likely to remain committed to organizations when they
believe that their leaders genuinely understand their concerns, respect their
personal circumstances, and care about their well-being. Empathy enables
leaders to recognize employees as individuals rather than merely organizational
resources. Consequently, employees develop stronger emotional attachment to
the organization because they feel valued, respected, and appreciated. This
finding is consistent with the principles of Social Exchange Theory, which argues
that employees tend to reciprocate positive treatment from leaders through
increased commitment, loyalty, and willingness to remain within the
organization (Blau, 1964).

Figure 4. Main Outcomes of Empathlc Leadershlp on Employee Loyalty

One important mechanism through which empathic leadership enhances
loyalty is by increasing perceived organizational support. Employees often
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interpret supportive leader behaviors as evidence that the organization values
their contributions and cares about their welfare. When leaders provide
emotional support, flexibility, and understanding, employees develop stronger
affective commitment toward the organization. Research conducted among
Indonesian employees demonstrated that perceived organizational support
significantly contributes to organizational commitment, which subsequently
strengthens employee attachment to the organization (Repa et al., 2024).

In flexible work environments, perceived organizational support becomes
even more important because employees interact less frequently with colleagues
and supervisors. The absence of direct supervision may lead some employees to
feel disconnected from organizational goals. Empathic leaders overcome this
challenge by maintaining regular communication, providing constructive
teedback, and ensuring that employees feel included despite working remotely.
Such practices create a sense of organizational membership that reinforces
employee loyalty.

Another mechanism linking empathic leadership and loyalty is job
satisfaction. Employees who perceive their leaders as understanding and
supportive tend to experience higher levels of job satisfaction because their
psychological needs for recognition, respect, and belonging are fulfilled. Higher
job satisfaction subsequently reduces turnover intention and increases
employees’” willingness to remain in the organization. Evidence from Indonesian
organizations shows that leadership practices positively influence employee
satisfaction, engagement, and loyalty, particularly when employees perceive
meaningful relationships with supervisors (Wardana et al., 2024).

The role of empathic leadership in strengthening employee loyalty can
also be explained through affective commitment. Affective commitment reflects
employees’ emotional attachment to an organization and is considered the
strongest predictor of loyalty and retention. Employees who develop affective
commitment remain in organizations because they genuinely want to stay rather
than because they feel obligated or lack alternative employment opportunities.
Studies conducted in Indonesia consistently demonstrate that leadership quality
influences affective commitment, which subsequently reduces turnover intention
(Prastikawati et al., 2024).

A particularly relevant Indonesian example can be observed during the
COVID-19 pandemic among healthcare workers. Nurses working in Indonesian
hospitals experienced extraordinary workloads, psychological stress, and
uncertainty while treating COVID-19 patients. Under these challenging
circumstances, empathetic leadership became an important factor influencing
employee resilience and retention. Wibowo and Paramita (2022), in a study
involving 188 Indonesian nurses, found that empathetic leadership significantly
enhanced employee resilience and contributed to lower turnover intention
through self-regulation mechanisms. Nurses who perceived greater empathy
from supervisors were better able to cope with workplace stress and
demonstrated stronger intentions to remain within their organizations despite
difficult working conditions.
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This case illustrates that empathy becomes particularly valuable during
periods of crisis. When employees face uncertainty, emotional support from
leaders often becomes more influential than financial incentives alone.
Healthcare workers who felt understood and appreciated by supervisors
reported greater psychological strength and stronger organizational attachment,
ultimately contributing to workforce stability during a national emergency.

A second example can be found in Indonesia’s hospitality sector following
the pandemic. As tourism businesses attempted to recover, organizations faced
significant challenges in retaining skilled employees. Research conducted among
hospitality employees in Bali found that leadership positively influenced
employee loyalty through enhanced employee engagement and satisfaction
(Wardana et al., 2024). Employees who perceived supportive leadership reported
stronger emotional commitment and were less likely to seek alternative
employment opportunities.

Figure 5. Relationship Between Empathic Leadership and Employee Loyalty

The findings also suggest that employee loyalty in flexible work systems
is increasingly shaped by relational and emotional factors rather than purely
economic considerations. Traditional retention strategies often emphasize
compensation, bonuses, and promotion opportunities. Although these factors
remain  important, contemporary = employees—particularly = younger
generations — place increasing value on supportive leadership, work-life balance,
psychological well-being, and meaningful workplace relationships. Research
conducted in Indonesian family-owned businesses found that leadership
support, workplace social support, and work-life balance significantly
strengthened employee commitment and organizational attachment (Kaban &
Wimko, 2024).

Figure 6. Factors Strengthening Employee Loyalty in Flexible Work Systems
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From a theoretical perspective, these findings extend Social Exchange
Theory and Organizational Commitment Theory. Empathic leadership creates a
reciprocal exchange relationship in which employees respond to leader support
through increased loyalty and commitment. Furthermore, empathy strengthens
affective commitment by satisfying employees” psychological needs for
belongingness, appreciation, and interpersonal connection. In flexible work
environments where face-to-face interactions are reduced, empathic leadership
becomes an essential mechanism for maintaining employee loyalty and
organizational cohesion.

Overall, the evidence suggests that empathic leadership should be
considered a strategic capability for organizations seeking to retain talented
employees in the flexible work era. Leaders who consistently demonstrate
understanding, emotional support, and genuine concern for employee well-
being are more likely to cultivate loyal, committed, and resilient workforces
capable of sustaining organizational performance amid changing work
arrangements.

The Mediating Role of Psychological Well-Being

The analysis suggests that psychological well-being serves as an
important mechanism linking empathic leadership with both reduced burnout
and increased loyalty. Empathic leaders enhance employees' emotional resilience
by providing support, understanding, and validation. As psychological well-
being improves, employees become better equipped to manage work-related
pressures and maintain positive attitudes toward the organization.

Employees who experience higher levels of psychological well-being are
less susceptible to emotional exhaustion and more likely to exhibit organizational
commitment. This finding indicates that the impact of empathic leadership
extends beyond immediate emotional support and contributes to long-term
employee sustainability.

In flexible work systems, where employees often face uncertainty and
reduced face-to-face interaction, psychological well-being becomes a crucial
determinant of organizational effectiveness. Empathic leadership serves as a
protective factor that strengthens employees' mental and emotional resources.

The findings contribute to the advancement of leadership and
organizational behavior theories in several ways.

a. First, the study extends leadership theory by demonstrating that empathy is
not merely an interpersonal skill but a strategic leadership competency that
influences both employee well-being and organizational outcomes.

b. Second, the findings reinforce the relevance of Social Exchange Theory by
illustrating how supportive leader behaviors generate reciprocal employee
commitment and loyalty.

c. Third, the study enriches the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) framework by
identifying empathic leadership as a valuable organizational resource capable
of mitigating burnout in flexible work settings.

d. Fourth, the research contributes to emerging discussions on digital leadership
and remote workforce management by highlighting the importance of
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emotional intelligence and human-centered leadership practices in virtual
work environments.

Several practical implications emerge from these findings.

1. For Organizations
a. Integrate empathy as a core competency in leadership development
programs.
b. Establish organizational policies that prioritize employee well-being and
mental health.
c. Promote flexible performance management systems that focus on
outcomes rather than excessive monitoring.
d. Develop supportive communication channels that facilitate regular
leader-employee interaction.
2. For Leaders
a. Practice active listening and regular emotional check-ins with employees.
b. Recognize individual employee circumstances when assigning
workloads.
c. Foster psychological safety by encouraging open communication.
d. Provide personalized support to employees facing work-related
challenges.
3. For Human Resource Management
a. Incorporate empathy-related competencies into recruitment and
leadership assessment processes.
b. Develop employee assistance programs and mental health initiatives.
c. Create organizational cultures that value trust, inclusiveness, and
employee well-being.

Overall, the findings demonstrate that empathic leadership is a critical
determinant of employee well-being and organizational sustainability in the
flexible work era. By reducing burnout and strengthening employee loyalty,
empathic leadership helps organizations address some of the most pressing
challenges associated with modern work arrangements. The study suggests that
successful organizations in the future will not rely solely on technological
innovation or operational efficiency but also on leaders' ability to understand,
support, and connect with employees on a human level.

As flexible work systems continue to reshape organizational structures,
empathic leadership becomes increasingly essential for fostering resilient,
engaged, and loyal workforces. Consequently, empathy should be viewed not as
a soft skill but as a strategic organizational capability that contributes directly to
long-term employee retention, productivity, and sustainable organizational
performance.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This study demonstrates that empathic leadership plays a significant role
in reducing employee burnout and increasing employee loyalty within flexible
work environments. Through supportive communication, active listening,
emotional understanding, and individualized support, empathic leaders help
employees manage the psychological challenges associated with remote and
hybrid work arrangements. As a result, employees experience lower levels of
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emotional exhaustion, greater resilience, and improved psychological well-
being.

The findings also indicate that empathic leadership strengthens employee
loyalty by fostering trust, perceived organizational support, job satisfaction, and
affective commitment. Employees who feel understood, valued, and supported
by their leaders are more likely to remain committed to their organizations and
contribute positively to organizational goals. In flexible work settings, where
physical interactions are limited, empathy becomes an essential mechanism for
maintaining employee engagement, organizational cohesion, and long-term
retention.

Furthermore, psychological well-being emerges as a key mediating factor
connecting empathic leadership with both reduced burnout and enhanced
loyalty. Employees with stronger psychological well-being are better equipped
to cope with workplace demands and maintain positive organizational attitudes.

Overall, the study concludes that empathic leadership should be regarded
as a strategic organizational capability rather than merely an interpersonal skill.
Organizations that integrate empathy into leadership development, human
resource management, and workplace culture are better positioned to create
resilient, engaged, and loyal workforces capable of sustaining organizational
performance in the evolving era of flexible work systems.

ADVANCED RESEARCH

Advanced research should employ longitudinal and multilevel
approaches to examine how empathic leadership influences burnout,
psychological well-being, and employee loyalty over time in flexible work
environments. Future studies are also recommended to explore the roles of
organizational culture, technology support, and employee resilience to develop
more effective and sustainable leadership strategies for remote and hybrid
workplaces.
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