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Abstract: The COVID-19 crisis has brought about massive and sudden changes in the way people
work and has created new emotional strains on workers. For this reason, being an emotional business
leader is necessary for an organization’s survival and employees’ well-being. This qualitative study
aims: (1) to explore the quality of emotions expressed by business leaders during the COVID-19 crisis,
(2) to go into detail on how business leaders managed their own emotions, and (3) to investigate how
they managed emotions shown by employees in their company. We interviewed 38 business leaders
from 11 Italian companies. The main emotion reported by the leaders we interviewed was anxiety,
caused in part by the development of the pandemic and related to uncertainty about the future.
Results also showed that some leaders considered emotions as a secondary matter, or something to
overcome for the good of their role. Other leaders showed a higher level of emotional intelligence
and were able to empathize with their followers, communicate their vision and feelings, and create
positive and constructive relationships. The theoretical and practical implications of these results are
also discussed.
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1. Introduction

The events that have occurred since March 2020 have dominated the global scene
and put a strain on most companies. Indeed, the rapid increase in contagions and deaths
related to COVID-19 have affected markets, public services, and private services all over
the globe, causing one of the greatest crises that compromised even the simplest aspects
of daily life. The significant and sudden changes that have taken place in people’s lives
have led to the emergence of powerful emotions linked to an uncertain future regarding
the modern workplace. All these changes have resulted in people needing to develop new
coping strategies to respond to new job demands, especially emotional ones.

The fact that intense emotions emerge in times of organizational crisis is not a new
topic. Indeed, some studies have revealed the quality of these emotions and identified
their possible effects [1–4]. However, we want to emphasize the role of business leaders
in managing these emotions through their emotional intelligence (EI). EI allows business
leaders to deal with the human and emotional complexities of situations like the COVID-19
pandemic. As COVID-19 continues to impact organizations, business leaders’ EI skills such
as self-awareness, emotional management, relationships, and effective communication
will be essential for coping with daily environmental pressures [5]. In addition, emotions
shown by business leaders are often reflected in the affective group tone [6] in terms
of emotional contagion [7,8]. In this case, emotion is transmitted to, and subsequently
influences, colleagues, leading to consequences at various levels. Leaders are encountering
an unprecedented challenge due to the rapidly evolving COVID-19 epidemic, guiding
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teams through a crisis whose extent and end point is unknown. It is a challenge full of
leadership opportunities and difficult decisions. Leaders should use EI as they strive
relentlessly to meet the many challenges that lie ahead. Indeed, only those who can adapt
and change during times of crisis will survive in this context. It is the role of leaders to
demonstrate empathy, hope, and flexibility to guide people out of this crisis.

Therefore, this research explores the world of emotions and the emotional management
strategies of business leaders when their organizations are experiencing a moment of
crisis. We decided to give a voice directly to the leaders who found themselves facing and
managing these kinds of emotional situations. Using a qualitative approach, we can increase
the knowledge related to emotional depth and diversity through the different stories
business leaders gave us regarding interpreting their emotions and their management
strategies. Moreover, we go deeper into how emotions are included in organizational
processes and how they influence business leaders’ choices and behaviors, especially
during the COVID-19 crisis.

2. Theoretical Background
2.1. Leaders’ Emotions in Time of Crisis

Almost all organizations will face a crisis during their life cycle. A crisis is an event
determined by endogenous or exogenous causes and involves abrupt changes in the
organization [9]. Currently, organizations are facing a crisis brought about by an exogenous
cause that affects not only the economic aspects but also the social and emotional aspects
of business management. The COVID-19 crisis has created innumerable challenges on both
global and personal levels that must be addressed for organizations to survive. Within this
context, leaders take on a key and decisive role. In fact, how leaders respond to the crisis
could permanently shift the economic, social, and health foundations of their communities
and organizations through the approval of critical strategic decisions [10].

Many studies have been carried out to analyze the good practices a leader must im-
plement in “normal” times. However, navigating the work environment during this crisis
has demanded additional leadership skills and competencies [11]. What characterizes
this unique crisis are the emotional and psychological dimensions of the pandemic. The
COVID-19 pandemic crisis has led to extreme emotional reactions in workers, significantly
impacting their performance, productivity, and well-being [12]. Therefore, what seems nec-
essary in this context is that business leaders find compensatory strategies for the emotions
that are being manifested. Humphrey [13] coined the term “leading with emotional labor”
to reflect the critical function of a leader as an active manager of follower emotions. The
leader has to demonstrate empathy, compassion, and flexibility. These emotions and behav-
iors make it easier to rebuild an organization in a crisis context [14,15]. These strategies can
help organizations survive and flourish during a crisis period.

Not all leaders can lead their organization through difficult times. As a result, selecting
a leader who can fit in is critical; otherwise, the outcome of the crisis could be disastrous [16].
Leaders who can effectively deal with both internal and external dangers are regarded as
valuable assets to their organizations [17]. They can determine how quickly the organization
will recover from the crisis by acting quickly and successfully [16]. During a time of
crisis, sustainable leaders are required, or business leaders “who can read and predict
through complexity, think through complex problems, engage groups in dynamic adaptive
organizational change and have the emotional intelligence to adaptively engage with their
own emotions associated with complex problem solving” ([18], p. 1).

Although today the role of emotions within organizational life is recognized and
valued, it took some time and a change in sensitivities for this to occur. Indeed, for
many organizations and leaders over the years, emotions were considered irrational, and
something that should be excluded and replaced with rigid and restrained behaviors [19].

Until the 1950s, research concentrated on behavioral and cognitive aspects of work
where emotions and affects were subsumed under the broader headings of job satisfac-
tion [20] or stress [19]. Pekun and Frese [19] recognized the limits of this kind of research
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and instead focused on the value of studying emotions in industrial settings, showing the
importance of studying the relationship between different specific emotions and organiza-
tional outcomes. Since 1992, researchers have recognized and underlined the reciprocal
causation between emotions and work dimensions, making the topic more interesting.
Indeed, work situations can induce emotions that impact other dimensions of work (such
as demands, control, or outcomes) and influence the entire organizational world. They
classified emotion categories within a taxonomy to better analyze the link between work
and specific emotions. Their taxonomy includes emotion categories that are organized
using three criteria: valence (positive or negative emotions), area (task-related or social
emotions), and time perspective (process, prospective, and retrospective).

Organizational behavior research has since focused on investigating specific emotional
states such as pride, hope, optimism, anger, and fear that people experience at work
and their reactions to human resource procedures [21]. Joy, enthusiasm, and attention
are positive discrete emotions, while anxiety, rage, and exhaustion are negative discrete
emotions [22]. Many studies have highlighted the link between positive emotions and
organizational outcomes such as job performance [23], engaging in work, positive coping,
health, teamwork and collaboration, customer satisfaction [24], creativity [25] and job
satisfaction [8]. Negative emotions, on the other hand, are associated with burnout [8],
aggressive behaviors toward the organization [26], and disconnection from work [27]. In
addition, several interesting results were also obtained thanks to the development of the
Affective Events Theory [28].

Some recent studies have shown how difficult a crisis experience can be and what
emotional issues require attention when managing an organizational crisis [29–33]. Despite
these results, emotions have often been judged as illogical and destructive elements [34]
capable of creating resistance to change. In practice, this idea may lead business leaders to
conclude that emotions need to be “managed” and “overcome” in order to succeed.

Due to the critical role of emotions in organizational life, and keeping in mind the
current gap in the literature concerning which emotions appear in times of crisis, our first
research question concerns exploring the quality of emotions exhibited by business leaders
during the COVID-19 crisis.

2.2. Leading with Emotional Intelligence

Since the recognition in the literature of the importance of emotions within organiza-
tions, increasing interest has been given to the importance of recognizing and managing
them. One of the most important skills for effective leadership is EI [35–39].

EI is defined as the ability to perceive, evaluate, express emotion, access feelings
and/or create them when facilitating thoughts, understanding emotion and emotional
knowledge, and regulating emotions to promote emotional and intellectual growth [40–42].
Over the years, several authors have defined EI. For example, following Salovey and
Mayer’s “Four-Branch” model [40,43], the four basic emotion-related abilities are (1) recog-
nizing emotions, (2) facilitating thought using emotion, (3) comprehending emotions, and
(4) controlling emotions. On the other hand, Goleman [44] defined EI as any fundamental
personality trait not covered by cognitive intelligence. Bar-On saw EI as non-cognitive
skills, competencies, and abilities that affect a person’s capacity to successfully manage
environmental demands and pressures [45]. In contrast, EI was identified by Petrides and
Furnham [46] as a collection of emotional self-perceptions that are found at the base of
personality structures.

Thus, the concept of emotional intelligence has progressively gained popularity over
the past decades and has benefited from the attention of experts, who have developed
various definitions and explanatory theoretical models [47–49], sometimes in conjunction
with evaluations of EI intervention effectiveness [50,51].

Regardless of its theoretical definition, EI is recognized as a critical competency within
organizations, and is positively associated with work performance [26,52–55], firm perfor-
mance [56,57], job satisfaction [58,59], team effectiveness [60], and project success [61]. EI
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has positive effects in an organization because it enables a person to develop and sustain
better relationships, which in turn allows for more positive emotional moments directly
and via emotional contagion [62]. High-quality connections are vital within companies
because they provide individuals with a safe foundation [63] and structural support to alle-
viate anxiety in a fast-paced, ever-changing workplace [11]. Research shows that EI is also
positively associated with effective leadership [35,37] and charismatic and transformational
leadership [64]. Effective leaders should thus create solid emotional relationships with
workers. The greater a leader’s EI is, the better a leader will be at managing solid relation-
ships and supporting effective performance [65]. In addition, business leaders with higher
EI provide a safe and supportive workplace where individuals can operate well in high-
stress situations [59,66], similar to stressful situations created by the COVID-19 pandemic
crisis. Several recent studies have supported the value of leadership EI (e.g., [14,30,36–38]).
In addition, a team led by leaders with higher EI levels has also reported a higher level
of shared vision and organizational support [67], which are sustainable behaviors that
determine more elevated levels of well-being over time.

EI becomes increasingly useful today in the pandemic and post-pandemic crisis sce-
nario when companies need a business leader who can support not only financial and
organizational performance but also the social and personal sphere of sustainability. Fol-
lowing previous studies in the context of sustainable leadership, EI is one of the most
critical capabilities a leader can possess. Indeed, EI can improve an organization’s perfor-
mance, consequently directing them toward sustainability using distinctive and unique
resources [68–70]. In particular, the ability to recognize and manage one’s own emotions
(and others’ emotions) is strictly related to problem-solving, positive teamwork [68], and
learning capabilities [71], which are some of the most relevant elements to attaining work-
related sustainability.

Through qualitative analysis, we want to deepen our understanding of how business
leaders have managed emotional events related to the COVID-19 crisis. Our second research
question concerns the investigation of business leaders’ management strategies for their
own emotions. Our third research question concerns the investigation of business leaders’
management strategies for their followers’ emotions.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Quantitative versus Qualitative Approaches

Several authors feel EI is an ability that can only be investigated through testing [42,72].
Others (e.g., [53,73,74]) have counted on self-report measures, which typically suffer from
inaccuracies due to self-serving biases [75]. Instead, emotions have mostly been studied
by incorporating research designs capable of modeling their transient nature, such as
qualitative research or diary studies [76].

We believe that by taking a qualitative approach, it is possible to add to the depth and
diversity of the EI debate. We have achieved this by gathering evidence on how business
leaders perceived their ability to manage their own emotions as well as understand and
deal with the emotions of their followers, and what the consequences were. We were also
curious whether business leaders had shown or hidden their feelings to their followers,
and why. Qualitative methods ultimately capture what quantitative methods may not,
such as how EI fits into the organizational processes influencing leaders’ choices and
behavioral discussions.

3.2. The Participants

The data were collected within Italian companies from March to September 2020.
To recruit participants, several companies’ human resources managers were contacted,
and after their successful recruitment, interviews were scheduled. Workers were asked to
express their informed consent and to fill in a sociopersonal data collection form (gender,
age, job tenure, and job role). The leadership team (3–4 people) of each company was
recruited for the study, and each team was comprised of the firm’s CEO and frontline
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management. The companies that were contacted for participation are all Italian companies
with positive economic growth trends over the three-year period of 2015–2018. This
criteria was based on the need to involve companies that are considered “healthy” and
had not experienced crises pre-pandemic. Of the 22 companies contacted, 11 signed up
to participate. These companies are large (N = 2), medium (N = 5), or small (N = 4); their
revenue varied from 9 billion euros to 13.5 million in 2019. For seven companies, the
number of employees has increased over the last two years.

The overall sample is made up of 38 business managers, and their characteristics are
summarized in Table 1. The sample is made up of a sufficient number of participants, based
on theoretical saturation [77].

Table 1. Description of the sample.

Variable N = 38 %

Mean age (SD) 45.95 (9.22)
Mean job tenure (SD) 13.92 (8.31)

Gender
Male 31 (81.6%)

Company size
Big (250+ employees) 2 (18.19%)

Medium (50–250 employees) 5 (45.45%)
Small (10–50 employees) 4 (36.36%)

Job role
Business unit managers 15 (36.8%)

CEO or general managers 7 (21.1%)
Head of production 5 (13.2%)

Human resource managers 5 (13.2%)
Chief financial officer 3 (7.9%)

Delivery service manager 1 (2.6%)
Marketing director 1 (2.6%)

Legal manager 1 (2.6%)
Note. The table shows the characteristics of the sample, obtained by the authors through descriptive analyses
(SD = standard deviation).

3.3. The Interview

We conducted semi-structured online interviews lasting approximately 60 min, which
partly took up key themes of EI and emotions, yet also left room for each participant’s
subjective experience. Before starting the interviews, all attendees permitted us to record
the interview through WebEx and consented to the use of the recorded data.

The thematic areas investigated in our interviews were related to leaders’ experiences
in times of crisis, without explicitly referencing the theme of emotions or EI. In the first part
of the interview, we asked about the main challenges that the organization has experienced
and its main strengths. Second, we asked about the organizational climate. In addition, the
interview also included questions related to the qualities that a good business leader must
have in times of crisis and the characteristics that are sought in their followers. Participants
were also invited to select and explain a critical workplace experience and the behaviors
implemented to reach its resolution, focusing mainly on the relationship with followers.
Given the semi-structured nature of the interviews, additional questions were asked to
explore the participants’ responses. Examples of some questions are shown in Table 2.
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Table 2. Example of questions.

Themes Examples

Main challenges What are the main challenges for a company in your sector?

Main strengths
Your company has been identified as a virtuous organization. If you
were to indicate the main factors that led your organization to this
result, what would they be?

Organizational climate What signs reassure you that there is a good climate in the company?
Which, on the other hand, alarms you?

Business leader quality in a time of crisis

Thinking more generally about your role as a business leader, what
do you think are the most important skills to be an effective manager,
that is, capable of guiding the company to produce optimal
performance both in normal times and during crisis times?

Critical experience of working life

Questions: Try to recall an important challenge/criticality that your
organization recently faced and in which you were directly involved.

• Plunging back into memory, what moods did that event
generate in you when you were made aware of it, or did you
realize it?

• Do you think these moods have influenced your decisions or
actions to deal with the situation?

• Do you think that your collaborators have noticed these moods
of yours? If so, what may they have seen?

• What kind of reaction did your closest collaborators have
instead?

• And how did you behave in response to the emotions of your
collaborators? What exactly did he\she do?

3.4. Data Analysis

We followed the thematic analysis methodology and the phases proposed by Braun
and Clarke [78] to analyze the data. First, the interviews were transcribed, highlighted,
and read several times by all the authors. In the second stage, coding categories were
developed and coding categories were assigned, representing identified topics and themes.
In the third stage, the interviewers produced a thematic map, which assisted in identifying
emerging themes by linking and grouping initial codes into general themes. In this step
of the analysis, since we utilized a theory-driven methodology, identifying significant
themes was guided by the emotion taxonomy developed by Pekrun and Frese [19] and EI
theory [40,41]. This process led to new categories of analysis and a reinterpretation of the
content. Multiple data readings allowed for the saturation of categories and correlations
between perceptions and responses. In the fourth step, we checked whether the themes
worked in the context of the coded extracts and the entire dataset. The fifth step required
creating a complete analysis of each theme. Finally, the last stage entailed weaving the
analytic narrative and data extracts together and contextualizing the study, considering the
current literature. This procedure entailed choosing meaningful quotes from the interview
transcripts that best represented the research findings. Figure 1 represents a map of research
themes and codes.
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4. Results

The findings are presented in the following three sections, based on the research
questions. In Section 1, we will describe how business leaders felt and reported emotions
during the COVID-19 crisis. Section 2 will explain which strategies they put in place to
manage their own emotions. Finally, in Section 3, we will include leaders’ strategies for
managing their employees’ emotions.

4.1. Emotions Reported by Leaders

Which emotions were felt by business leaders during the crisis? Table 3 shows a wide
range of negative and positive emotions reported by the participants, while Table 4 includes
examples of leaders’ quotes.

4.1.1. Negative Emotions

From the analysis of the emotions reported, most of the feelings described were from
the negative sphere of emotions. Indeed, leaders highlighted their feelings of anxiety and
uncertainty in the face of a crisis that they cannot always control. Respondents expressed
that they were anxious, especially in the peak phase of the pandemic. Thus, anxiety
related to the pandemic’s development and its impact on respondents’ work lives is the
predominant prospective emotion. Furthermore, leaders declared that they were afraid in
the face of a completely unknown situation, from which there seemed to be no way out
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(feeling of hopelessness). Anxiety, hopelessness, and sadness were the emotions linked to
the pandemic crisis.

Table 3. Summary of leaders’ emotions.

Positive (N) Negative (N)

Task related

Process Enjoyment (4) Boredom/satiation

Prospective Hope (1) Anxiety (20)
Anticipatory Joy (4) Hopelessness (5)

Retrospective Relief (2) Sadness (3)
Outcome-related joy Disappointment (2)

Pride (1) Shame/guilt

Social

Gratitude (1) Anger (5)
Empathy (2) Jealousy/envy

Admiration (2) Contempt
Sympathy/love Antipathy/hate

Note. Classification of emotions proposed by Pekrun and Frese [19] N = number of times the emotion emerged.

Table 4. Examples of leader’s quotes.

Quality of Emotions Examples (from Interviews) Participant Code

Negative
“I must say a little anxious in the peak phase; I must say that I got a

little scared. Objectively, I didn’t seem to get out of it [...] a bit of
anxiety, in short, I experienced it with a bit of anxiety. “

A.V. Company 5

Negative
“It was destabilizing for me too, so faced with a situation of this type, it

was also new for me, it wasn’t totally pleasant [...] I was afraid, that
moment there I said . . . here’s something you don’t know”.

S.T. Company 6

Negative “Are there moments of despair? Absolutely yes, you have to look them
in the face”. C.B. Company 8

Positive

“I must say that in general, I have lived it well [...] that big changes
generally, just as a personal characteristic of mine, cause me positive

feelings, even euphoria. And, more than instead of worry or, it will be a
bit of unconsciousness I don’t know, exactly. Let’s say that I

immediately experienced it well, without anxiety, with great curiosity
to see what was happening.”

L.C. Company 4

Positive
“My personal experience, I must tell you was positive. It made me

rediscover pleasure. So, it was a positive experience even if important
concern for the country’s economy”

L.F. Company 7

Positive “Morale is positive. I am optimistic, I feel strong because people of
value surround me.” S.T. Company 6

Both
“I was disoriented from working, in the sense that for the first time, I

actually found myself doubting the future, about growth. On the other
hand, I felt lucky and protected.

L.C. Company 4

Both

“An entrepreneur must have courage, and everyone says this, an
entrepreneur must be afraid and must naturally know how to

modulate, I say this because at this moment, for example, a lot of
courage is required of me, it is evident, like all leaders and others [...]”

V.R. Company 4

Note. Examples taken from interviews.

4.1.2. Positive Emotions

However, the emotional experience was not limited to negative emotions, and a variety
of emotional responses dominated everyday life during the COVID-19 pandemic. Indeed,
based on interview analysis, some leaders demonstrated particular enthusiasm and hope,
and considered COVID-19 as an opportunity to give even more to their company. One of
the delegated administrators told us that he had been able to have a positive experience
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during the pandemic, since it is in his character to face sudden changes with positivity.
In this case, anticipatory joy was the predominant emotion, along with curiosity. Despite
facing a difficult situation, this business leader was able to recognize that their organization
had enough resources to meet new task demands. Other company executives also explicitly
reported positive emotions (e.g., joy), revealing that they were able to find the positive
even in crisis situations. In the two previous examples, emotions were task related and
prospective. In contrast, other business leaders said that having positive colleagues and a
positive work environment led to more positive emotions. These business leaders were
able to be optimistic about the company’s survival after the crisis, thanks to the values
and morale of their colleagues. In this case, positive social emotions appear to be linked to
colleagues’ admiration and sympathy.

4.1.3. Coexistence of Negative and Positive Emotions

However, the point that came up in many interviews was the coexistence of both
negative and positive emotions, in particular a combination of anxiety and courage. All the
interviewees, even if less explicitly, described having suffered a “blow” due to the sudden
change, but some of the business leaders focused mainly on the emotion experienced
immediately after (anxiety), while others focused on the emotion that emerged after the
event (courage and joy).

An interviewee, for example, told us that he was initially disoriented (and sad) since,
for the first time in his career, he was faced with uncertainty about his future. On the other
hand, he also felt lucky and protected (e.g., gratitude). More specifically, when interviewees
reported the copresence of negative and positive emotions, the former was often directed
at the past and the first phase of the pandemic (i.e., retrospective). Positive emotions,
meanwhile, were named when thinking about the future and the survival of the company
(i.e., prospective). Furthermore, one of the CEOs of an Italian factory business explicitly
said that an entrepreneur must have courage but must also be afraid. Therefore, anxiety
and courage are the perfect combinations for overcoming a crisis.

4.2. Strategies Put in Place by Leaders to Manage Their Emotions

What strategies are leaders implementing to manage their emotions during the
COVID-19 pandemic? In order to systematize the analyzed data, we have classified the
response modalities using different emotions. These response modalities are closer to the
rational sphere (e.g., denial, distancing, and rationalization) or the more purely emotional
sphere (the total acceptance of a profound self-awareness). This classification does not aim
to understand the deepest motivations of the participants but to identify response patterns
that are similar to each other and different from the others. Parts of the interviews are
included in Table 5.

4.2.1. Rational Management of Emotions

The strategies employed by business leaders for managing their own emotions appear
to be very diversified. When analyzing how business leaders’ emotions are managed, many
leaders hardly admit or recognize having experienced them. Some of them implemented a
series of defense mechanisms to ward off their awareness of the theme of emotions. Some
of them explicitly denied their presence within the company. This behavior is especially
prevalent when discussing negative emotions such as anxiety and indicates their way of
understanding organizational life. It is considered inappropriate to bring emotions into
the company.
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Table 5. Summary of leader’s strategies (management of their own emotions).

Strategies Examples (from Interviews) Participant Code

Strategies put in place by
leaders to manage

their emotions

Rational management
of emotions

“I am pretty a person who does not
get excited or who does not seem

sad, at least in the company. “
A.B. Company 3

Complete and authentic
awareness of emotions

“So, I recognized my destructive
emotions and I realized that it could
happen again, and I would like not
to react like that, I would like to be

more controlled. But I am aware
that I have limits . . . ”.

A.C. Company 5

“So, I kept it if you want, I tried to
keep the disappointment for me. It
wouldn’t have had a positive effect

dump it on someone else.”

G.M. Company 2

Note. Examples taken from interviews.

4.2.2. Complete and Authentic Awareness of Emotions

On the other hand, other interviewees revealed that they were able to correctly rec-
ognize their emotions and they were interested in managing them in a healthier manner,
both for themselves and their organizations. For example, one of the interviewees stated
that he recognized his (destructive) emotions and understood the need to manage them
better. Through this awareness, he showed the ability to reflect on his mistakes and learn
to manage these emotions. Another respondent had the same response pattern. He told
us that he recognized his disappointment and the negative effect this emotion could have
on others. Therefore, he tried to resolve his emotions internally without venting against
his colleagues.

4.3. Strategies Put in Place by Leaders to Manage Employees’ Emotions

Another theme investigated within this research concerns the strategies implemented
by leaders to manage the emotions of their colleagues. Excerpts from the interviews are
included in Table 6.

Table 6. Summary of leader’s strategies (management of colleagues’ emotions).

Strategies Examples (from Interviews) Participant Code

Strategies put in place by
leaders to manage

employees’ emotions
Authentic listening

“My interest, in addition to feeling protected
myself, was to feel that the people who work
with me were calm and protected, so on this I

felt lucky to be able always to have the
elements to be able to reassure them. [...] I

saw their concern at the beginning and
instead I then saw their feelings evolve

completely so once we have transferred all
the elements of the context to them, they
have the situation totally and I saw them

completely reassured too”

L.C. Company 4

“Every day, I spend at least two words with
colleagues to ask how they are experiencing
the situation. So, I’m interested in listening

and understanding the emotions of
individuals. I would like at least to find

someone in the company who listens to them,
someone to tell them that they are getting
anxious. And then they compare and tell

each other that everything is fine.”

F.B. Company 3
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Table 6. Cont.

Strategies Examples (from Interviews) Participant Code

“In this, we have been very close and also
very helpful towards workers, it is clear that
we have done it—I do not want to seem like

a feel-gooder—also for the
company’s interest.”

Directive listening

“I talk to people, I say sorry, but we said this
thing, is what is it? Is it in line with our

thing? No, so why did you do it?”; “I try to
talk to him, I give him examples that

indi-cate that the behavior does not lead to
an-ything good, and then together with him,

I look for an alternative, a different path.”

A.C. Company 1

4.3.1. Authentic Listening

In the interviews, the words that were used more often were “dialogue”, “listening”,
“reassurance”, and “talking”. These words were often in reference to dimensions of active
listening and the desire to find commonalities that would ensure a peaceful work envi-
ronment. Therefore, a leader is seen as an “emotional stabilizer”, especially in times of
stress and uncertainty, such as the COVID-19 pandemic. For example, one of the company
executives told us that he wanted to feel that the people who worked for him were safe
and secure. For this reason, he sought to reassure them and convey positive messages. He
also stated that he saw their concern at the beginning of the state of emergency, which then
transformed (positively) once they were reassured.

The words “listening”, “sharing”, “reassurance”, and “empathy” were used by leaders
who seemed to have an easier time considering other people’s points of view, and who
were capable of listening authentically to others by putting themselves in other people’s
shoes. These leaders also put their emotions directly into play, creating a shared space
for sharing emotional experiences. For example, one of them told us that he spends time
every day asking coworkers how they feel and how they are experiencing the situation. He
declares that he is interested in listening to and understanding his colleagues’ emotions
and discussing these emotions with them to reassure them.

In some cases, the motivations for emotional management strategies are personal,
while in others the motivations are purely organizational. Indeed, the behaviors carried
out seem to follow the indications of company policies.

4.3.2. Directive Listening

In other interviews, words such as “dialogue”, “talk”, and “say how things are” were
used. These words hide a more direct meaning. Indeed, these words indicate that leaders
are trying to direct their colleagues toward what they consider is the right or wrong thing
to do, rather than listening authentically and sharing mutual experiences empathetically.
Thus, despite emotional intelligence not manifesting itself only when used ethically [79],
in this case, leaders seem to indicate an absolute inability to listen and understand the
emotional states of others or be in tune with their experiences.

5. Discussion

Emotions certainly play an essential role in management thinking. Previous research
has shown how difficult the crisis experience can be and what emotional issues need
attention when managing an organizational crisis [11,29–33]. However, few studies have
qualitatively evaluated the emotions of business leaders in their own words. For this reason,
we applied a qualitative methodology to ask a group of business leaders to describe their
experience managing the organizational crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. Our
principal results are related to the quality of the emotions expressed by business leaders
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during a crisis and the business leaders’ strategies for managing their own emotions and
the emotions of their followers.

The first result of our research is the centrality of anxiety as the primary emotion
exhibited by business leaders. Anxiety about the present and the future appear when
the conversation is about the COVID-19 pandemic and its determined changes. This
result is not unexpected, considering that stress and anxiety always appear during change
and crises [1,80]. As Weiss and Cropanzano AET [28] emphasized, the importance of
recognizing emotions that emerge in the workplace is mainly related to the impact of
employees’ emotions on workplace attitudes and behaviors.

Several authors define the negative emotions of leaders and followers as an obstacle
to change and state that these emotions have negative consequences for the individual and
the organization (e.g., [81]). For example, persistent anxiety can disrupt a person’s work–
life balance on physical, psychological, and behavioral levels, resulting in a symptomatic
burden [82]. In line with these results, we argue that persistent anxiety can have an
undesirable effect on business leaders’ and companies’ performance. Nevertheless, we also
believe that in an acceptable “quantity”, anxiety can be an opportunity to pause, reflect, and
work courageously for personal and organizational growth. Moreover, negative emotions
can foster systematic and careful information processing and redirect attention to force a
thoughtful process to resolve the problems produced by the crisis [83]. Most likely, all the
business leaders we interviewed have experienced anxiety, but the difference lies in how
they handled anxiety. In fact, some of them reported managing their anxiety and acting
courageously. Others denied to both themselves and us that they felt these emotions, as if
not wanting to expose their fragility.

In the stories told by the business leaders we interviewed, anxiety also seemed to
emerge from the compresence of positive and negative emotions. This aspect is fascinat-
ing because little research has focused on positive emotions during crises or periods of
change [84,85]. The fact that some business leaders reported having experienced positive
emotions does not surprise us. Indeed, positive emotions are related to coping strategies,
as described by the broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions [86], which prove to be
particularly useful in moments of crisis such as the COVID-19 pandemic. The leaders who
were able to bring back positive emotions proved themselves to be more resilient or able
to bounce back from adverse events, resisting them and rebuilding positive development.
Positive emotions reported by leaders also positively affect the organization in general.
For instance, research on leaders’ positive emotions indicates that positive emotions ex-
pressed by leaders can encourage and motivate subordinates [11,64]. In addition, resilient
individuals cultivate positive emotions in themselves. These leaders are also skilled at
eliciting positive emotions in their followers, creating a supportive social network to aid in
coping [87].

In response to the crisis, we found a whole array of positive and negative emotions in
the words of the leaders interviewed. It is relevant that emotions are part of organizational
life as much as rational reasoning and cannot be considered an ancillary or even out-of-
context factor to leadership effectiveness. This means that emotional intelligence is an
important skill and should be part of the skills taught or coached when designing any
consulting intervention of leadership development. This conclusion is far from being
obvious since, as of today, most Master’s in business administration executive education
programs still put little emphasis on this subject in favor of more cognitive skills, such as
strategy, business and market analysis, innovation, and so on. A more balanced focus in
executive programs will be necessary to prepare more self-aware and influential leaders, as
we realize and accept that instability, crises, and ambiguity will increasingly be the rule
and not the exception. Therefore, it is necessary to redesign executive education programs
to include emotional intelligence as a fundamental skill for leadership effectiveness.

Our second result is related to business leaders’ emotional management. This dimen-
sion, defined as the ability to use and manage emotions in behavioral decision-making,
is a key dimension of EI and a central theme in crisis management. Indeed, when most
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people are confused and uncertain about what to do, leaders need strong emotional self-
management to persevere under challenging circumstances [84]. The business leaders
interviewed did not always express efficient management strategies despite this assumption.

As Ashkanasy and Humphrey explained [26] individual differences exist within the
second level of their model in relating emotions and managing them. Specifically, some
business leaders struggled to manage their emotions during our interviews. They reported
only two different modalities to react to their emotions, directly associated with managing
their followers’ emotions.

The first modality of self-management is rational management, which is strictly linked
to low self-awareness. Some leaders reported that they did not feel any emotions during the
crisis, or that they neutralized their emotions. During such a moment of crisis and change,
it is likely that these leaders decided not to express the emotions they felt, considering them
inappropriate for the organizational context. Moreover, through analysis of the interviews,
it emerged that leaders were better able to recognize and verbalize the emotions of their
employees rather than their own. This issue occurs when emotions are principally negative,
indicating that the leader is expected to manage the anxiety and concerns of his employees.
However, it is not acceptable for him to express his own negative emotions. This type of
behavior is linked to emotional labor [88] and consists precisely of suppressing negative
emotions such as anger, anxiety, and frustration to make room for only positive emotions.
Based on our analysis, it appears that our interviewees hid their emotions from both their
followers and us. However, leaders are probably not entirely aware of the effects of this
suppression of emotions on workers’ well-being, emotional exhaustion, and burnout [89].
This may be due to the fact that some business leaders spoke as if it was inappropriate to
acknowledge emotions and give themselves space for reflection within their work context.
In practice, this idea may lead to the unfortunate conclusion that emotions need to be
managed and overcome in order to succeed [13,88]. It is no coincidence that those who
have this type of response tend to underestimate the role of their employees’ emotions and
implement management strategies aimed at suppressing or resolving them as quickly as
possible. These leaders are also those who expect the same type of behavior to be enacted
by their followers and show less emotional intelligence.

This finding implies that even if leaders are much more aware of the dignity of
emotions in professional life, there is still no clarity about which strategies can be used to
manage one’s and others’ emotional reactions. From this point of view, both the academic
and consulting worlds have to play a pivotal role in helping leaders develop self-awareness
and social skills to inform managerial practices with a more self-aware and empathetic
approach. Indeed, most of the business leaders we interviewed did not consider their own
emotions as a priority in their management practice, as if emotions were a secondary matter
or something to overcome for the good of their role. It seems that “managing people” is
well recognized as the main priority of being a leader, while “managing yourself” is not
part of the deal, and may even sound too self-indulgent. From our point of view, leadership
development programs should balance a focus on self-awareness and self-management
versus people management. It is only with this approach that it is possible to recognize
that leaders cannot be truly connected with others’ emotions if they are not taught how to
identify and manage their own emotions first.

On the other hand, we have leaders who were more sensitive to the theme of emotions.
They, unlike their counterparts, seemed able to regulate their own emotions and the emo-
tions of others. Such leaders can empathize with their followers, communicate their vision
and feelings, and create positive and constructive relationships. During the interviews,
these leaders were thoroughly and truthfully aware of their emotions, even when describ-
ing negative ones. Moreover, leaders who demonstrated higher emotional intelligence
understood that their followers needed to be heard and their emotional state understood.
It was precisely this investment of time and energy in their employees that proved to be the
key to neutralizing, in a healthy way, the dominant emotions and reactivating the positive
resources that each person possesses within themselves.
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6. Limitation and Future Research

Effectively overcoming a crisis, such as the one caused by the COVID-19 pandemic,
requires implementing numerous resources, not only those related to managing emotions.
Although this study has value in underlining how business leaders emotionally experience
certain events, this research does not investigate the presence or absence of other structural
dimensions that may prove helpful in overcoming a crisis. This is an exploratory study
highlighting the importance of the emotional experiences of business leaders and their
followers during a crisis. The authors acknowledge that leadership success is more compli-
cated than a single dimension such as EI and that the sample was small and goal-directed.
For these reasons, future research on emotional intelligence in the context of leadership and
management during crises should seek to analyze the more fine-grained relationship be-
tween emotional intelligence dimensions, structural dimensions, and positive and negative
organizational outcomes (such as economic growth of the company, employee turnover,
and financial aspects). In addition, future investigations should integrate qualitative and
quantitative data to compare a quantitative assessment of the level of emotional intelligence
of business leaders, their leadership styles, and the objective reactions of followers in terms
of measurable behavior. Integrating quantitative and qualitative methodologies would
allow us to obtain an overview of how emotional intelligence is helpful in the management
of organizations through objective measurement of these dimensions and an understanding
of how they are inherent in organizational processes and decisions.

7. Conclusions

This research underlined the importance of emotions and emotional management
strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic. Our focus was on looking at the role of Italian
business leaders from a qualitative perspective, which has not previously been utilized in
this research area.

According to the literature and our analysis, leaders who are aware of their own and
others’ emotions and able to manage them are better equipped to intervene in emotionally
challenging situations, such as the aftermath of the COVID-19 crisis.

Despite this, our interviews only partially revealed business leaders’ EI abilities and
awareness. Still too often, in the Italian context, the topic of emotions and their management
is underestimated, and authoritarian managers are interested in financial success and not
in the emotional well-being of employees (especially in the case of directive listening).
However, this behavior is completely dissonant with the prominence that EI has achieved
in recent years, to the extent that it is considered one of the critical soft skills for leaders
and employees in industries 4.0. [90] and 5.0. [91].

Thus, while academic research [48,49] and good organizational practices recognize
EI as a key skill, the view of some leaders currently working in organizations is different.
Thus, intervention practices should be implemented, such as creating effective training
interventions [45,46] and promoting an emotionally aware organizational culture [57].
Indeed, for EI to be recognized as a valuable leadership skill, the action on explicit and
implicit norms that guide how people manage emotions and conflicts in teams is crucial,
since this will directly influence information sharing, collaboration, and performance.

From our point of view, intervening in cultural changes is necessary to achieve sus-
tainable leadership able to adapt to the transformational change in the post COVID-19 era
and move forward.
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