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ABSTRACT
DELIVERING BAD NEWS: ANALYSIS OF LEADERSHIP COMMUNICATION
STRATEGIES AND CHANNEL SELECTION

Levor Henry
2025

This study was conducted to understand how leaders deliver bad news in
organizational contexts, focusing on the ways in which the nature and severity of the
information shape communication choices and influence employee perceptions.
Delivering bad news is a frequent yet highly sensitive aspect of leadership, and
ineffective handling of such conversations can undermine trust, morale, and
organizational credibility. Conversely, skillful delivery can preserve relationships and
reinforce employee engagement during times of difficulty. Recognizing this dual
potential, the study examined leadership communication practices to identify patterns,
strategies, and best practices that can guide more effective organizational responses.

A sequential mixed-methods design was employed to capture both generalizable
trends and nuanced insights. Quantitative data were collected through surveys completed
by 101 leaders across a variety of business sectors, while qualitative perspectives were
obtained through open-ended responses and follow-up interviews with a purposively
selected subset of participants. The study was guided by five core objectives: to describe
the types of information leaders most often classify as bad news; to examine their
preferred communication channels and the rationales behind those choices; to analyze

how message severity influences channel selection; to evaluate which communication
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strategies are associated with positive employee perceptions; and to identify evidence-
based best practices that support effective leadership communication.

Findings revealed that performance-related issues, such as failed evaluations or
assignment rework, were the most frequently reported forms of bad news, while more
severe matters, layoffs, suspensions, and demotions, though less common, carried far
greater emotional weight for both leaders and employees. Face-to-face communication
emerged as the most trusted channel in high-severity situations, with video conferencing
serving as a viable substitute in remote or hybrid contexts. Email and telephone were
more commonly used for low-severity or routine matters. While many leaders justified
their channel selection on the grounds of appropriateness and organizational fit, a notable
number admitted that convenience or habit influenced their choices, underscoring a gap
between ideal communication practices and real-world behavior.

The study also confirmed the importance of empathetic and transparent leadership
strategies in shaping positive employee perceptions. Leaders who demonstrated
emotional intelligence, sensitivity to employee concerns, and clarity in their delivery
reported more constructive responses from their teams. Practices such as combining
verbal communication with follow-up written documentation, maintaining openness to
employee questions, and engaging in reflective learning after difficult conversations were
identified as effective approaches for sustaining trust and improving communication
competence.

The results suggest that aligning communication channels with message severity,
integrating empathy and respect into leadership practices, and embedding reflective
learning into organizational routines can significantly improve outcomes when bad news
must be delivered. This research contributes to leadership and communication

scholarship by integrating Media Richness Theory, Situational Crisis Communication



Theory, Emotional Intelligence, and Transformational Leadership into a multi-theoretical
framework. It also offers practical guidance for organizations seeking to strengthen
leadership development, enhance trust, and foster resilience during periods of

organizational difficulty.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
1.1 Introduction

Leadership communication is a cornerstone of effective organizational
functioning (Antonio, 2023). According to Mohd, Adnan and Valliappan (2019), it is
through communication that leaders convey vision, align teams, manage conflict, and
drive performance. Among the various forms of leadership communication, delivering
bad news stands out as one of the most difficult yet essential tasks. Unlike routine
updates or positive announcements, bad news has the potential to disrupt workflow,
diminish morale, and damage the trust between leadership and employees (Coleman,
2023). In this context, how leaders frame, deliver, and manage difficult messages
becomes a critical determinant of organizational stability and employee engagement.

Delivering bad news is not only a matter of content but also of timing, tone, and
delivery method. When done poorly, it can result in widespread dissatisfaction,
confusion, and a breakdown in employee confidence (Kaye, 2023). On the other hand,
when delivered effectively with transparency, empathy, and clarity, bad news can be
received with understanding, even if it remains unwelcomed. Effective communication of
unfavorable information requires leaders to balance honesty with sensitivity, ensuring
that the message maintains integrity while acknowledging the emotional impact on the
recipient (Kabanda & Barrena-Martinez, 2025).

In today’s fast-paced and unpredictable business environment, organizations are
frequently forced to make difficult decisions involving layoffs, restructuring, budget cuts,
or performance-related issues. The way these decisions are communicated plays a crucial
role in shaping how employees perceive the organization and its leadership. Employees
are more likely to accept difficult decisions and remain committed to the organization

when they feel respected, informed, and valued, even in the face of negative news



(Trevino & Nelson, 2021). Conversely, Trevino and Nelson (2021) assert that impersonal
or insensitive communication can lead to increased turnover, lower productivity, and
long-term damage to organizational reputation.

Furthermore, the choice of communication channel, whether face-to-face, email,
video conferencing, or written memo, plays a critical role in shaping how messages are
received, interpreted, and acted upon by employees. A poor alignment between the
message and the medium can exacerbate rather than mitigate the negative impact, leading
to miscommunication, emotional fallout, and erosion of trust (Balogun et al., 2019). For
instance, using impersonal channels such as email to communicate highly sensitive
information may signal detachment or insensitivity, while a carefully managed face-to-
face or video interaction may convey empathy and credibility even in unfavorable
circumstances. As hybrid and remote work models become increasingly widespread,
leaders must be especially mindful of how communication strategies intersect with
technological constraints and employee expectations. The challenge is not merely
logistical but relational, as leaders must balance efficiency with emotional resonance in
order to preserve trust and organizational cohesion.

The ability to deliver bad news effectively therefore emerges as a defining
characteristic of leadership competence. It reflects not only a leader’s communication
skill but also their capacity for empathy, emotional intelligence, and contextual
awareness. More importantly, it has direct implications for how employees perceive
leadership credibility, their willingness to remain engaged, and the overall health of
organizational culture. Poorly managed communication of bad news can result in
disengagement, decreased morale, and reputational damage, while effective
communication can foster resilience, reinforce loyalty, and sustain performance during

times of adversity.



Despite the importance of this issue, there remains limited empirical evidence that
fully integrates the complex interplay between message severity, emotional intelligence,
and communication channel selection in everyday organizational contexts. Much of the
existing scholarship has tended to concentrate either on large-scale organizational crises
(Milliken et al., 2003) or on general leadership and communication strategies (Braun et
al., 2019; Kitz et al., 2023). Rarely have studies examined the nuanced, everyday
decision-making processes leaders undertake when selecting communication strategies
based on the sensitivity of the message. This leaves a notable gap in the literature,
particularly at the intersection of interpersonal leadership practices and organizational
communication theory.

This study aims to address that gap by examining how leaders across different
organizational contexts classify bad news, select communication channels, and employ
strategies that integrate both rational and emotional considerations. By doing so, it not
only contributes to advancing theoretical understanding but also provides evidence-based
guidance for leadership development and organizational policy. The study emphasizes
that delivering bad news should not be treated as an incidental leadership task but as a
strategic process requiring foresight, empathy, and alignment between message content,
medium, and employee expectations.

This dissertation aims to enrich the academic discourse on leadership
communication by advancing an integrative perspective that connects structural,
situational, and interpersonal approaches to the delivery of bad news. By doing so, it
extends existing research that has largely examined communication in crisis scenarios or
in generalized leadership contexts, but rarely in the everyday organizational situations
where negative messages must be delivered with care and foresight. The study highlights

that the act of delivering bad news is not just a simple managerial task but rather a



strategic leadership process that directly influences organizational resilience, employee
trust, and long-term credibility.

The contribution of this research is therefore twofold. Theoretically, it strengthens
the conceptual foundation of leadership communication by combining Media Richness
Theory, Situational Crisis Communication Theory, Emotional Intelligence, and
Transformational Leadership into a unified framework. This multi-theoretical integration
allows for a more nuanced analysis of how communication channels and strategies
interact with message severity, organizational culture, and employee expectations.
Practically, the study offers actionable insights for leaders and organizations by
identifying evidence-based strategies and best practices that ensure sensitive information
is delivered transparently, empathetically, and effectively. These findings will be
particularly valuable for leadership development programs, communication training
initiatives, and policy design in organizations seeking to foster trust and engagement
during times of uncertainty.

The dissertation is organized into six chapters. Chapter I introduces the research
problem, purpose, and significance of the study. Chapter II provides a comprehensive
review of the literature, examining theoretical frameworks and empirical findings
relevant to leadership communication and channel selection. Chapter III details the
methodology, including the research design, sampling, data collection, and analytical
procedures. Chapter IV presents the results of the mixed-methods analysis, while Chapter
V discusses these findings in relation to existing scholarship and leadership practice.
Finally, Chapter VI concludes with a summary of contributions, practical and theoretical
implications, and recommendations for future research. By following this structure, the
study ensures both scholarly rigor and practical relevance, offering a meaningful

contribution to the field of leadership and organizational communication.



1.2 Research Problem

Effective leadership communication is critical during times of organizational
uncertainty, particularly when conveying bad news. However, many leaders struggle to
select appropriate communication strategies and channels that balance transparency,
empathy, and clarity. The failure to deliver difficult messages effectively can lead to
decreased employee morale, damaged trust, and poor organizational outcomes (Milliken
et al., 2003). Prior studies emphasize that when leaders fail to match message content
with appropriate delivery methods, employees may experience confusion,
disengagement, or resentment, ultimately undermining organizational resilience (Braun et
al., 2019; Kitz et al., 2023).

This challenge is magnified in volatile and complex environments where leaders
must regularly communicate unfavorable decisions. In the corporate sector, for example,
leaders are often tasked with announcing layoffs or restructuring due to market
downturns. If such information is delivered impersonally through email, employees may
perceive the organization as indifferent or disrespectful, triggering distrust and even
reputational backlash. In academic institutions, budget cuts and program closures present
similar challenges. Faculty and staff often expect participatory communication and
shared decision-making, and when leadership fails to involve them in dialogue, the
delivery of negative information can be met with resistance, low morale, and accusations
of non-transparent governance. In the public sector, government officials frequently
deliver unfavorable news such as policy reversals, resource cuts, or increased restrictions.
These situations require particular sensitivity, as public trust in leadership is strongly tied
to perceptions of fairness, inclusivity, and respect for citizens’ voices.

In an era of constantly changing work environments, the challenge is further

intensified, as traditional face-to-face communication is often replaced by digital



channels that may lack personal connection. Hybrid and remote work arrangements
require leaders to be more deliberate in selecting communication channels, aligning them
with the severity of the message and the emotional needs of employees (Santoso et al.,
2022; Olaniyi et al., 2024). The evolution of workplace communication suggests that
while technology has increased efficiencys, it also risks diminishing the richness and
immediacy required for sensitive conversations (Balogun et al., 2019; Chatman et al.,
2020). In organizations that now rely heavily on virtual communication platforms,
employees often express frustration when serious matters are communicated in ways that
appear rushed, detached, or transactional. For instance, delivering termination notices via
videoconference without prior context has been documented as generating strong
emotional backlash and damaging organizational credibility.

Another dimension of the problem is that existing research has disproportionately
emphasized communication in large-scale crises (Coombs, 2022) or in routine, everyday
leadership contexts. The “middle ground” of typical workplace situations, such as
negative performance evaluations, denial of employee requests, or reassignments,
remains underexplored, despite being far more common in organizational life (Volk &
Zerfass, 2020). These situations, although less dramatic than corporate scandals or mass
layoffs, play a decisive role in shaping employees’ trust in leadership, their engagement
with work, and their willingness to remain loyal to the organization.

Individual-level leadership qualities further complicate the problem. Emotional
intelligence enables leaders to perceive employee emotions and respond empathetically,
while transformational leadership behaviors help foster resilience, trust, and engagement
during adverse circumstances (Khattak et al., 2020; Jnr & Dzogbewu, 2021). Yet,
empirical evidence on how these qualities intersect with communication channel

selection is limited. For example, while theory suggests that emotionally intelligent



leaders would prefer richer channels for sensitive messages, in practice many continue to
use leaner, more convenient media due to time pressures or organizational norms. This
mismatch between theoretical expectations and lived practice highlights the need for
further investigation.

Cultural and contextual variations add another layer of complexity. In collectivist
societies, employees may expect leaders to engage in more dialogic communication that
emphasizes group harmony, while in hierarchical cultures, top-down directives may
dominate, regardless of the sensitivity of the message (Gessesse et al., 2023). For
instance, in multinational corporations, a uniform approach to communicating bad news
across different cultural contexts may backfire: an email announcing organizational
restructuring might be considered acceptable in a North American branch but deeply
inappropriate in an Asian or African subsidiary, where face-to-face communication is
culturally expected.

Thus, there is a clear gap in understanding the relationship between leadership
communication, channel selection, and employee perception during difficult
conversations. Theoretical models such as Media Richness Theory (Daft & Lengel, 1986)
and Situational Crisis Communication Theory (Coombs, 2022) provide valuable
frameworks for aligning communication methods with message severity, but their
application in real-world leadership contexts remains underexplored. Leaders often rely
on convenience or organizational precedent rather than carefully aligning channels with
message gravity and employee expectations. This creates a persistent disconnect between
theory and practice.

By systematically investigating these issues, this study seeks to fill a critical gap
in leadership communication research. It aims to offer both theoretical advancement and

practical guidance by integrating Media Richness Theory, Situational Crisis



Communication Theory, Emotional Intelligence, and Transformational Leadership into a
comprehensive framework. The goal is not only to enrich scholarly knowledge but also to
provide organizations with evidence-based practices for training leaders, developing
communication policies, and fostering trust and resilience in times of organizational
adversity.

1.3 Purpose of Research

The purpose of this study is to explore how leaders communicate bad news within
organizational settings and how their communication strategies and channel choices
influence employee perceptions and organizational outcomes. Delivering difficult
information is an inevitable aspect of leadership, yet the way in which it is managed has
profound and lasting consequences for employee morale, trust in leadership, and the
overall stability of the organization (Trevino & Nelson, 2021). Poorly handled
communication often triggers disengagement, anxiety, cynicism, and reputational
damage, while skillful and empathetic delivery has the potential to preserve trust, sustain
productivity, and foster resilience during difficult times. For these reasons, the act of
delivering bad news cannot be considered incidental but rather a core leadership
responsibility that warrants systematic scholarly investigation.

This study recognizes that leadership communication is never neutral or purely
informational. Instead, it is a highly context-dependent practice, shaped by organizational
culture, leadership style, the severity of the message, and the relational dynamics between
leaders and employees. Accordingly, this research situates the delivery of bad news
across diverse communication contexts, remote, hybrid, and face-to-face, acknowledging
that each setting introduces distinct challenges and opportunities (Santoso et al., 2022;

Olaniyi et al., 2024).



In remote environments, leaders often depend on digital platforms that increase
efficiency but risk reducing the emotional richness of communication. Hybrid contexts
demand intentional alignment of channel choice with employee expectations, as leaders
must navigate both physical and virtual spaces simultaneously. While face-to-face
communication remains widely regarded as the gold standard for sensitive conversations,
it is not always feasible in modern organizations characterized by geographical
dispersion, cost constraints, or reliance on digital infrastructures. By examining these
varied contexts, the study aims to provide a holistic picture of leadership communication
practices that reflects the realities of twenty-first-century organizational life.

A further purpose of this study is to identify the communication strategies most
strongly associated with positive employee perceptions when receiving bad news.
Strategies such as empathy, transparency, timing, clarity, and emotional intelligence are
not abstract ideals but measurable behaviors that shape how messages are interpreted and
acted upon (Ewing et al., 2019; Heavey et al., 2020). Understanding which strategies
foster trust and resilience is essential, as employees’ perceptions of fairness and respect
significantly influence their engagement and commitment following adverse news. By
linking these strategies with theoretical perspectives such as Media Richness Theory,
Situational Crisis Communication Theory, Emotional Intelligence, and Transformational
Leadership, the study creates a multi-layered framework that integrates both the technical
aspects of communication (message framing, channel selection) and the relational
dimensions (empathy, authenticity, responsiveness) that ultimately determine
communication effectiveness.

The study also aims to bridge the persistent gap between theory and practice.
Although theoretical models recommend aligning communication channels with message

severity and emotional weight, empirical evidence shows that leaders frequently default



to convenience, organizational precedent, or personal preference (Braun et al., 2019;
Volk & Zerfass, 2020). This misalignment creates a dissonance between what is
theoretically prescribed and what employees actually experience, often to the detriment
of organizational trust. By systematically analyzing these discrepancies, this research
seeks to provide new insights into how theoretical frameworks can be adapted and
expanded to reflect the realities of contemporary organizations, particularly those that
operate in hybrid or fully digital environments.

Methodologically, the study embraces a mixed-methods approach in order to
balance generalizability with depth of understanding. Quantitative survey data will be
used to identify broad trends in leaders’ channel preferences, message severity
judgments, and perceived effectiveness, thereby providing a statistically grounded
overview of current practices. Complementing this, qualitative interviews will capture the
narratives, emotional reasoning, and experiential reflections of leaders who have
personally navigated the challenges of delivering bad news. This dual design ensures
methodological triangulation, improving the reliability of findings while also enabling a
richer interpretation of the complexities involved (Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021;
Forza & Sandrin, 2023). By combining numerical patterns with contextualized accounts,
the study will illuminate both the structures that shape leadership communication and the
subjective judgments leaders make in practice.

Another dimension of the study’s purpose is to provide actionable guidance for
organizations and leadership development programs. In today’s volatile global economy,
where uncertainty is heightened by digital transformation, shifting labor markets, and
hybrid work arrangements, leaders must be prepared not only to make difficult decisions
but also to communicate them in ways that minimize harm and maximize trust. This

study’s findings will support the design of training initiatives that emphasize empathy,
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emotional intelligence, and strategic communication planning as essential leadership
competencies. Moreover, the results will assist organizations in developing formal
communication protocols and policies that ensure sensitive information is conveyed
transparently, consistently, and respectfully across all levels of leadership.

Beyond immediate managerial implications, the purpose of this research extends
to advancing the broader field of leadership and organizational communication. By
combining Media Richness Theory (Daft & Lengel, 1986), Situational Crisis
Communication Theory (Coombs, 2022), Emotional Intelligence Theory (Jnr &
Dzogbewu, 2021), and Transformational Leadership Theory (Khattak et al., 2020), the
study develops a multi-theoretical framework that emphasizes both structural and
relational dimensions of leadership communication. This integration allows the research
to contribute not only to the refinement of existing models but also to the creation of a
more comprehensive understanding of communication practices in high-stakes
organizational contexts. In doing so, it enhances scholarly discourse while providing
practical frameworks for leaders across industries.

The overarching purpose of this study is to advance both theoretical knowledge
and practical applications of leadership communication in situations where the stakes are
high, emotions are intense, and organizational outcomes are at risk. It aspires to
demonstrate that even the delivery of negative or unwelcome information can serve as an
opportunity to reinforce credibility, strengthen relationships, and build resilient
organizational cultures. By uncovering evidence-based best practices, the study positions
itself as a resource for scholars, practitioners, and policymakers seeking to cultivate
leadership that is not only effective in decision-making but also compassionate and
trustworthy in communication.

1.4 Significance of the Study

11



This study holds significant value for both academic research and organizational
practice. In a rapidly evolving workplace landscape marked by digital transformation,
economic instability, and shifting employee expectations, the ability of leaders to
communicate bad news effectively has never been more critical (Lewis & Smith, 2023).
Poorly managed communication during times of adversity can lead to employee
detachment, decreased productivity, increased reputational harm, and the long-term
erosion of organizational trust (Coleman, 2023; Kaye, 2023). Conversely, effective
delivery of unfavorable information can transform potential crises into opportunities for
building credibility, reinforcing organizational values, and demonstrating postive
authentic leadership.

From an academic perspective, this research contributes to addressing a persistent
gap in the literature on leadership communication. While previous studies have examined
large-scale crisis communication (Coombs, 2022) and general leadership effectiveness
(Antonio, 2023), relatively few have explored the complexity of everyday negative
communication within organizations. By integrating message severity, channel selection,
and employee perception into a single comprehensive framework, the study moves
beyond fragmented approaches and contributes a more holistic understanding of
leadership communication. Drawing upon Media Richness Theory, Situational Crisis
Communication Theory, Emotional Intelligence, and Transformational Leadership, the
research advances scholarly knowledge of how these theoretical dimensions intersect in
practice (Daft & Lengel, 1986; Khattak et al., 2020; Jnr & Dzogbewu, 2021). This
multidimensional integration enriches the conceptual toolkit available to scholars,
providing a nuanced lens for future empirical studies and theory-building efforts.

Equally important is the study’s methodological significance. By employing a

mixed-methods design that combines quantitative surveys with qualitative interviews, the
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research demonstrates the value of methodological triangulation in capturing both broad
trends and nuanced leader experiences. This dual approach enhances the validity of
findings and offers a model for future studies seeking to balance generalizability with
depth. For organizational communication research, which often struggles to bridge the
gap between abstract models and practical realities, such methodological rigor ensures
that conclusions are both reliable and grounded in lived leadership experiences.

In terms of practical relevance, organizations can benefit from a clearer
understanding of which communication strategies foster inclusion, team togetherness,
and psychological safety among employees during difficult times (Heavey et al., 2020;
Gessesse et al., 2023). The findings will support the design of leadership development
programs by equipping current and future leaders with evidence-based techniques for
navigating high-stakes conversations. Practical recommendations will also assist
organizations in developing policies and protocols that ensure sensitive communication is
handled consistently, transparently, and empathetically, regardless of whether it occurs
face-to-face or through digital channels (Balogun et al., 2019; Santoso et al., 2022).
These insights are particularly valuable in hybrid and remote work contexts, where the
absence of traditional in-person interactions makes effective digital communication a
cornerstone of organizational resilience.

Beyond organizational effectiveness, the study has broader social and cultural
significance. In an era when employee well-being and mental health are increasingly
recognized as critical organizational priorities, the way leaders deliver bad news has
implications that extend beyond immediate performance outcomes. Compassionate and
transparent communication can help reduce workplace stress, foster psychological safety,
and strengthen employee commitment, while insensitive or poorly managed

communication can exacerbate burnout, attrition, and distrust. Thus, the findings of this
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study contribute not only to leadership training but also to the creation of more humane
and sustainable workplace cultures.

The study is also significant in its attention to cultural and contextual variations.
By examining leadership communication across different organizational settings and
industries, it highlights the fact that best practices cannot be universally applied without
considering cultural expectations, organizational structures, and industry-specific norms.
This comparative insight allows organizations to adapt recommendations to their unique
contexts, ensuring that communication practices are both culturally sensitive and
operationally feasible. Such context-aware insights are particularly valuable for
multinational organizations, public institutions, and industries undergoing rapid
transformation.

This study contributes to improved organizational health, more compassionate
workplace cultures, and more effective leadership during periods of challenge and
change. By situating leadership communication within both theoretical and applied
contexts, it ensures that the results are not only academically rigorous but also practically
actionable. The dual contribution strengthens the study’s impact, positioning it as a
valuable resource for scholars, practitioners, and policymakers concerned with advancing
leadership communication in complex and uncertain organizational environments. In
doing so, the research underscores the critical point that the act of delivering bad news is
not merely about information transfer, but about safeguarding trust, reinforcing
organizational integrity, and sustaining human dignity in the workplace.

1.5 Research Questions
This study is guided by the following research questions for data collection and

analysis to uncover key themes in leadership communication practices and the

14



implications of those practices for employee engagement and organizational
effectiveness.
1. What types of information do leaders classify as bad news?

This research question investigates the specific forms of information that leaders
perceive and classify as “bad news.” In organizational contexts, bad news can encompass
a wide spectrum of messages, ranging from relatively minor setbacks, such as failed
performance evaluations or the need for assignment rework, to more severe and
emotionally charged situations, including demotions, suspensions, layoffs, or the denial
of important employee requests. These types of communications are not limited to
extraordinary or large-scale organizational crises, but also arise in everyday supervisory
interactions that shape the daily experiences of employees.

The classification of information as bad news is inherently subjective and context-
dependent, influenced by the culture of the organization, the expectations of employees,
and the framing of the message itself. For example, in some performance-driven
industries, critical feedback may be considered routine and expected, whereas in more
collaborative or egalitarian environments, even constructive criticism may be interpreted
as unfavorable news with significant emotional consequences (Kitz et al., 2023; Dwyer &
Hopwood, 2019). Similarly, layoffs or job reassignments may be normalized in sectors
with cyclical restructuring, while in nonprofit or mission-driven organizations, such
decisions may be experienced as profound disruptions to professional identity and
organizational trust.

Another important dimension is that what leaders perceive as a relatively neutral or
necessary message may be experienced by employees as threatening or deeply unsettling.
Announcements such as budget restrictions, relocation requirements, or reductions in

employee benefits may be framed by leadership as strategic necessities, yet employees
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often interpret them as a loss of security, autonomy, or professional recognition. This
highlights the relational aspect of classification: “bad news” is not defined solely by the
content of the message, but also by how it impacts employees’ sense of fairness, stability,
and belonging within the organization.

Research also shows that the categorization of bad news often depends on
hierarchical relationships and power dynamics. In highly hierarchical organizations,
directives that might appear routine to leaders can still be perceived as unfavorable or
punitive by employees, especially if opportunities for dialogue and explanation are
absent. Conversely, in organizations with participatory cultures, employees may expect to
be consulted or engaged in the decision-making process, and the lack of such
involvement can itself transform a neutral announcement into a piece of bad news. This
dynamic underscores the importance of examining how organizational norms and
leadership styles shape the perception of communication.

Understanding how leaders classify bad news is critical for this study, as it establishes
the foundation for analyzing subsequent decisions about communication channels and
strategies. By clarifying which types of messages leaders identify as adverse, the study
can reveal whether certain forms of bad news consistently trigger the use of richer
communication channels, or whether decisions are shaped more by convenience,
organizational precedent, or individual leader preference. More broadly, this
classification sheds light on how leaders conceptualize their role in managing difficult
conversations, not only in times of organizational crisis, but also in the everyday

interactions that cumulatively define trust, morale, and organizational culture.

2. Which communication channels do leaders most commonly use to deliver bad

news, and what are their reasons for these choices?

16



This research question examines the communication channels leaders most frequently
employ when delivering bad news, as well as the reasoning behind their choices. In
organizational practice, common channels include face-to-face interactions, email,
telephone conversations, and video conferencing. Each medium carries distinct
affordances and limitations that shape how messages are conveyed, interpreted, and
emotionally processed by employees. Understanding why leaders choose particular
channels, and how these choices align, or fail to align, with theoretical frameworks,
provides critical insights into leadership behavior and its consequences for employee
perceptions.

Media Richness Theory (Daft & Lengel, 1986) emphasizes that richer communication
channels, such as face-to-face or video conferencing, are better suited for emotionally
charged or ambiguous messages because they allow for immediate feedback, the
transmission of verbal and nonverbal cues, and greater personalization. In contrast,
channels that are not as rich such as email or written memos may be appropriate for
straightforward, routine messages that require less emotional nuance. However, empirical
studies consistently reveal a gap between theoretical prescriptions and real-world
practices. Leaders often select communication channels not primarily based on message
sensitivity, but rather due to convenience, organizational norms, technological
availability, or even personal comfort (Balogun et al., 2019; Yue et al., 2021).

Face-to-face communication remains the preferred and most trusted method for high-
severity situations, such as layoffs, demotions, or disciplinary actions. The ability to
demonstrate empathy through tone, body language, and eye contact enhances the
credibility of the message and conveys respect for employees. Video conferencing has
emerged as a vital substitute in remote and hybrid contexts, where physical presence is

not possible but relational richness is still necessary. By contrast, email is often used for
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low-severity or routine matters, such as the denial of requests, policy updates, or
performance reminders. Yet, research highlights that when email is inappropriately used
to deliver severe news, it can exacerbate negative emotional reactions, creating
perceptions of managerial detachment, insensitivity, or lack of accountability (Braun et
al., 2019).

Telephone communication occupies a middle ground, allowing for verbal interaction
without nonverbal cues. Leaders may use phone calls when immediacy is required but in-
person meetings are not feasible. However, the absence of visual cues can limit emotional
resonance and increase the risk of misinterpretation. More recently, instant messaging
platforms and collaborative digital tools have also been used, particularly in hybrid
organizations, though these tend to further reduce relational depth unless supplemented
with richer follow-up communication.

Importantly, the rationale behind channel selection is not uniform. Some leaders
deliberately align their choices with best practices, consciously selecting richer channels
for severe messages in order to mitigate emotional harm. Others admit that convenience,
time constraints, or organizational precedent play a stronger role in their decisions. For
example, in fast-paced industries, leaders may resort to email or instant messages even
when delivering difficult information, citing efficiency or workload pressures as
justification. Such practices reveal the tension between ideal communication standards
and the pragmatic realities of organizational life.

By uncovering the reasons behind these choices, this study deepens our understanding
of the gap between theoretical expectations and actual leadership practices. It also
highlights the ethical and relational implications of channel selection, underscoring that
the choice of medium is not merely a logistical decision but a symbolic act that

communicates respect, empathy, and credibility. Ultimately, this investigation will
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provide valuable insights into how leaders balance efficiency with emotional sensitivity,

and how organizations might better equip them to make communication decisions that

protect employee trust and organizational integrity

3. How does the severity of bad news influence leaders’ choice of communication
channels?

This research question focuses on the extent to which leaders adjust their
communication methods based on the severity of the message being delivered. Severity
refers to the level of potential harm, disruption, or emotional distress associated with the
content of the communication, ranging from relatively minor issues such as assignment
rework or performance feedback, to highly consequential decisions such as layoffs,
demotions, or organizational restructuring. Understanding whether leaders calibrate their
communication channels to the gravity of the message is critical for evaluating the
alignment between theoretical expectations and real-world practices.

Media Richness Theory (Daft & Lengel, 1986) provides a well-established
framework for analyzing this relationship. According to the theory, richer communication
channels, such as face-to-face meetings or video conferencing, are best suited for
delivering high-severity news because they provide multiple cues (verbal, nonverbal,
paralinguistic) and allow for immediate feedback. Richer channels also enable leaders to
demonstrate empathy, authenticity, and care, all of which are particularly important when
communicating information that may negatively affect employees’ professional identity,
emotional well-being, or job security (Springer et al., 2021; Shams Vala et al., 2022).
Conversely, leaner channels such as email or instant messaging are considered more
appropriate for low-severity messages, where emotional depth and immediate

clarification are less critical.
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Empirical studies confirm that message severity plays a central role in shaping
leaders’ communication choices. Volk and Zerfass (2020) and Rainey (2024) emphasize
that leaders recognize the symbolic weight of communication channels, particularly in
moments of high-severity news. For example, layoffs communicated through an
impersonal email may be perceived as disrespectful and dehumanizing, severely
damaging organizational trust. By contrast, delivering the same message through face-to-
face interaction, even if painful, can preserve dignity, convey respect, and facilitate
dialogue. Thus, message gravity not only determines the channel selected but also
directly influences employee perceptions of leadership credibility and fairness.

Yet, practice often diverges from theory. Many leaders report that their
communication decisions are constrained by organizational norms, workload pressures,
and logistical feasibility rather than by sensitivity to message severity. In hybrid or global
organizations, for instance, leaders may default to videoconferencing or email due to
geographical constraints, even for high-severity news. Similarly, in highly bureaucratic
cultures, leaders may follow precedent or official protocols that prioritize efficiency and
documentation over relational richness. These contextual pressures highlight the gap
between the theoretical ideal of channel selection and the pragmatic realities leaders face
in everyday organizational life.

Another important consideration is that severity is not always objectively assessed.
Leaders and employees may interpret the gravity of the same message differently. What a
leader frames as routine feedback may be experienced by an employee as a severe blow
to self-esteem or career progression. Similarly, the denial of a request may seem minor to
leadership but may represent a significant missed opportunity for the employee. This

subjectivity complicates the application of theoretical frameworks, as leaders’ choices

20



may be based on their own perceptions of severity rather than on employees’ lived
experiences.

By investigating how leaders adjust, or fail to adjust, their communication channels
based on message severity, this study provides a critical assessment of whether leadership
communication behavior aligns with theoretical prescriptions or diverges due to
contextual, organizational, and cultural pressures. The findings will not only clarify the
extent of this gap but also illuminate the ethical and relational implications of channel
choice. In doing so, the research will contribute to a more nuanced understanding of
leadership communication, one that accounts for both structural theories and the practical
constraints that leaders navigate when delivering bad news.

4. What leadership communication strategies are associated with positive employee
perceptions after receiving bad news?

This research question explores the interpersonal and relational dimensions of
leadership communication by examining how emotional intelligence and leadership style
influence the effectiveness of delivering bad news. While much of the existing
scholarship emphasizes communication channels and message framing, this question
focuses on the strategies leaders employ, such as empathy, transparency, timing, clarity,
and active listening, and their impact on employee perceptions. These strategies move
beyond the technical transfer of information, highlighting the importance of relational
and emotional dynamics in shaping organizational outcomes.

Research on emotional intelligence provides a strong theoretical foundation for this
inquiry. Goleman (1995) first articulated the importance of self-awareness, self-
regulation, motivation, empathy, and social skills in effective leadership, and subsequent
studies confirm that emotionally intelligent leaders are better equipped to manage the

interpersonal challenges of difficult conversations. Leaders who regulate their own
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emotions and demonstrate empathy can reduce the negative emotional impact of bad
news, allowing employees to feel respected, acknowledged, and supported (Jnr &
Dzogbewu, 2021). For example, acknowledging employee concerns, validating their
feelings, and responding with sensitivity can help preserve trust and prevent
disengagement even in the face of adverse information.

Transformational leadership theory further enriches this analysis. Leaders who
practice individualized consideration, recognizing the unique circumstances and emotions
of employees, are more likely to foster resilience and commitment following the delivery
of bad news. Similarly, behaviors such as inspirational motivation and intellectual
stimulation can help employees reframe negative news as an opportunity for growth,
adaptation, or innovation (Khattak et al., 2020; Bastari et al., 2020). In this sense,
transformational leadership behaviors act as buffers against the demoralizing effects of
difficult communication, transforming potentially damaging conversations into
opportunities for learning and relationship-building.

Empirical findings also support the significance of transparency and respectful
dialogue in fostering positive employee reactions. Studies by Ewing et al. (2019) and
Heavey et al. (2020) suggest that when leaders communicate openly and honestly,
provide rationale for decisions, and invite dialogue, employees are more likely to
perceive the process as fair and the leader as trustworthy. Conversely, withholding
information, sugarcoating messages, or delivering them in a perfunctory manner can
erode credibility and fuel cynicism. Timing also plays a critical role; delays in
communication or the perception that leaders are concealing information can heighten
employee anxiety and reduce trust in leadership.

By addressing this question, the study emphasizes that leadership communication is

not only about what is said or how it is transmitted, but also about who delivers it and
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how they manage the emotional and relational aspects of the exchange. Leaders with high
emotional intelligence and transformational tendencies are better positioned to mitigate
the adverse effects of bad news, ensuring that employees remain engaged, respected, and
motivated. This analysis therefore expands the discourse on leadership communication
beyond technical efficiency, highlighting the interpersonal and ethical responsibilities of
leaders in moments of organizational difficulty.

Ultimately, the findings related to this research question will provide important
insights into the human dimension of leadership communication. They will help identify
evidence-based strategies that organizations can incorporate into training and leadership
development programs, ensuring that leaders are not only skilled in decision-making but
also adept at communicating with compassion, transparency, and authenticity during
high-stakes conversations.

5. What evidence-based best practices can be identified to guide leaders across
industries in effectively communicating bad news to employees?

The final research question synthesizes findings into actionable recommendations for
leadership communication in organizational contexts. By integrating theoretical insights
with empirical evidence, this question emphasizes the translation of research outcomes
into practices that leaders and organizations can adopt. Prior research identifies several
key strategies: aligning channel richness with message severity (Daft & Lengel, 1986;
Volk & Zerfass, 2020), incorporating employee perspectives into communication
planning (Park, Boatwright, & Avery, 2019), and emphasizing clarity, empathy, and
timeliness in message delivery (Bui, 2019; Gessesse et al., 2023). These practices provide
a foundation upon which this study builds, expanding the literature by introducing sector-

diverse perspectives and real-world applications drawn from leaders’ lived experiences.
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The evidence gathered in this study complements existing knowledge by
demonstrating how leaders adapt communication strategies across different
organizational settings, ranging from corporate enterprises and educational institutions to
nonprofit organizations and public sector bodies. Such sectoral diversity ensures that the
recommendations developed are not only theoretically robust but also contextually
sensitive and practically applicable. By integrating voices from multiple industries, the
study highlights both universal principles of effective communication and context-
specific nuances that must be considered when delivering bad news.

From a practical standpoint, the recommendations derived from this study will
contribute directly to the design of leadership development programs, organizational
policies, and communication protocols. These recommendations will emphasize the
importance of selecting channels deliberately, tailoring messages to employee
expectations, and prioritizing transparency, empathy, and respect in all interactions. In
addition, the findings will inform HR practices and organizational training by equipping
current and future leaders with the emotional and strategic competencies required to
navigate high-stakes conversations with confidence and sensitivity. By framing these
recommendations as best practices, the study provides actionable tools that organizations
can implement to strengthen, rather than erode, trust during difficult times.

The significance of these recommendations extends beyond organizational boundaries
to the broader societal context. As organizations increasingly confront uncertainty, from
economic volatility and technological disruption to crises of public trust, the ability of
leaders to communicate adverse information in ways that preserve dignity and fairness
carries implications for employee well-being, workplace culture, and even societal

confidence in institutions. Thus, the study contributes not only to organizational
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resilience but also to the creation of healthier and more sustainable workplace
environments.

The theoretical contribution of this final research question lies in its integration of
multiple frameworks into a single comprehensive model. Media Richness Theory
provides the foundation for understanding how leaders align channel richness with
message complexity and emotional sensitivity. Situational Crisis Communication Theory
(Coombs, 2022) highlights the role of contextual factors, such as severity, stakeholder
expectations, and organizational reputation, in shaping communication strategies.
Emotional Intelligence theory (Goleman, as cited in Jnr & Dzogbewu, 2021) underscores
the interpersonal competencies leaders must employ to recognize and regulate emotions,
while Transformational Leadership Theory (Khattak et al., 2020) emphasizes leader
authenticity, individualized consideration, and inspirational motivation as means of
sustaining trust and engagement. The integration of these frameworks enables a more
holistic understanding of leadership communication, bridging technical, contextual,
relational, and behavioral dimensions.

The research question serves as the bridge between theoretical exploration and
practical implementation. By synthesizing empirical findings into actionable guidance,
the study ensures that its contributions are not only academically rigorous but also
practically relevant. The resulting recommendations underscore that communication of
bad news, when managed with transparency, empathy, and strategic foresight, can
strengthen organizational trust, enhance resilience, and reaffirm the credibility of

leadership, even in the most challenging circumstances.
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF LITERATURE
2.1 Theoretical Framework

This study uses a multi-theoretical framework based on Media Richness Theory,
Situational Crisis Communication Theory, Emotional Intelligence Theory, and
Transformational Leadership Theory. Taken together, these frameworks provide a
holistic lens through which leadership strategies for delivering bad news can be critically
examined in modern organizations. By combining structural perspectives on
communication channels with relational and psychological approaches to leadership, the
framework captures both the technical and human dimensions of difficult conversations.

Media Richness Theory (MRT), introduced by Daft and Lengel (1986), posits that
some communication media are inherently more effective than others depending on the
complexity and emotional content of the message. Richer forms of communication, such
as face-to-face interactions, are regarded as more suitable for conveying sensitive,
ambiguous, or emotionally charged messages because they provide immediate feedback,
allow for multiple cues (verbal and non-verbal), and enable personal focus (Shams Vala
et al., 2022). By contrast, leaner channels such as email or memos may suffice for
straightforward, routine messages that require little clarification. Scholars such as Lee
(2019) emphasize that the effectiveness of communication is determined not only by the
content of the message but also by the fit between the message complexity and the
richness of the medium.

Applied to the context of leadership, MRT becomes especially relevant when
leaders are tasked with communicating difficult news such as layoffs, demotions, or
negative performance evaluations. In such scenarios, the likelihood of misinterpretation
or emotional resistance is high, and richer media enable leaders to provide clarity, show

empathy, and gauge employee reactions in real time. For example, Springer et al. (2021)
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note that face-to-face or video conferencing is the preferred medium for high-severity
messages because it ensures that both verbal and non-verbal elements of communication
support mutual understanding. In contrast, relying on leaner media during such high-
stakes interactions can lead to feelings of detachment, resentment, or mistrust (Braun et
al., 2019).

Thus, MRT highlights the critical importance of aligning message severity with
channel richness. It provides a rationale for why leaders should move beyond
convenience or habit in choosing communication channels, and instead make deliberate
decisions that minimize misunderstanding and respect the emotional needs of employees.
In this way, MRT not only explains how communication channels differ in their capacity
to transmit information but also underscores their role in shaping employee perception
and organizational trust during the delivery of bad news

Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT), developed by Coombs (2007),
provides a structured framework for aligning communication strategies with the nature
and severity of a crisis. While traditionally applied in external crisis communication and
public relations, SCCT has also been recognized as highly relevant in internal
organizational contexts where leaders must communicate bad news to employees
(Coombs, 2022). The theory emphasizes that the seriousness of the situation, as well as
stakeholder perceptions of responsibility, should guide how leaders frame their messages
and select communication strategies.

One of the central tenets of SCCT is that communication should be adapted to the
level of threat and responsibility attributed to the organization or its leaders. For example,
when employees perceive the leader as directly responsible for a negative event, such as
budget cuts, layoffs, or demotions, the need for transparency, empathy, and acceptance of

responsibility becomes greater (Othman & Yusoft, 2020). In contrast, when negative
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outcomes are viewed as external or beyond the leader’s control, less accommodative
strategies may still maintain trust, provided the communication is honest and respectful.

In internal communication, this means that leaders must carefully consider not
only the factual content of the message but also how it will be interpreted by employees.
SCCT underscores the importance of message framing, acknowledging the emotional
impact of bad news, and providing clear rationales for decisions. Studies by Gomez-Leal
et al. (2022) and Heavey et al. (2020) further illustrate that when leaders anticipate
employee expectations and proactively manage them, negative reactions such as
resistance or disengagement can be mitigated.

SCCT also highlights the role of context and environment in shaping
communication choices. Leaders must evaluate the intensity of the challenge, whether it
involves everyday performance feedback or a large-scale organizational restructuring,
and select a communication approach that aligns with both the severity of the situation
and the expectations of employees. In this sense, the theory provides a practical decision-
making model that helps leaders balance organizational needs with the preservation of
employee trust and morale.

By applying SCCT to the delivery of bad news in organizations, this study
explores how leaders can strategically manage sensitive conversations, ensuring that their
communication choices are not only situationally appropriate but also ethically grounded.
The framework thus bridges the gap between external crisis management and internal
leadership communication, offering insights into how bad news can be conveyed in ways
that reduce harm, maintain credibility, and foster resilience within the workforce.

Goleman’s theory in 1995 shows that being able to understand and control one’s
feelings and those of others matters in leading others (Williams, 2021). When it comes to

giving negative news, how people use emotional intelligence makes a big difference in
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how the news is delivered and understood. Employees often perform better after bad
news when their leaders are emphatic, regulate their actions and use good social skills.
Because they are emotionally intelligent, true leaders adjust their communication and the
way they channel it depending on how their employees feel (Jnr & Dzogbewu, 2021).
The theory serves to strengthen the discussion on how leaders should act, by
demonstrating the importance of both their people skills and their technical abilities when
communicating bad news.

Bass and Avolio (1994) linked how leaders communicate to the Transformational
Leadership Theory as highlighted by Bastari et al. (2020). According to Khattak et al.
(2020), transformational leaders stand out by inspiring others, stimulating the mind and
paying personal attention to their team. They frequently adopt approaches that motivate
employees during any kind of conversation (Khattak et al., 2020). In order to lessen the
shock, transformational leaders describe difficult information as a way to learn or
improve going forward. By building trust and making the organization open, leaders help
staff react in a positive way to challenges and setbacks.

Bringing these four theories together creates a robust and multidimensional
framework for understanding how leaders deliver unpleasant news in organizational
contexts. Media Richness Theory (MRT) and Situational Crisis Communication Theory
(SCCT) provide the structural and contextual foundations for analyzing communication
choices: MRT emphasizes the importance of matching channel richness with message
complexity, while SCCT highlights how situational factors such as crisis severity,
perceived responsibility, and stakeholder expectations shape communication strategies
(Daft & Lengel, 1986; Coombs, 2022). These perspectives establish the external
conditions and decision-making logic that guide leaders in selecting communication

channels and framing their messages.
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In contrast, Emotional Intelligence (EI) theory and Transformational Leadership
Theory focus on the personal and relational qualities that influence communication
outcomes. EI underscores the ability of leaders to regulate emotions, demonstrate
empathy, and anticipate employee reactions, thereby minimizing the psychological harm
of negative news (Goleman, 1995; Jnr & Dzogbewu, 2021). Similarly, Transformational
Leadership emphasizes individualized consideration, authenticity, and inspirational
motivation, all of which can foster trust and resilience even in the face of adverse
decisions (Khattak et al., 2020; Bastari et al., 2020). Together, these perspectives
highlight the human dimension of leadership communication, illustrating how leaders’
interpersonal competencies directly shape employee perceptions, organizational climate,
and long-term trust.

By integrating structural, situational, and interpersonal perspectives, this multi-
theoretical framework provides a comprehensive lens for examining the delivery of bad
news. It captures not only the technical aspects of message and channel selection but also
the relational dynamics and emotional intelligence required for effective leadership. In
doing so, it aligns closely with the study’s objectives: to explore how communication
channels are chosen, how message severity influences strategy, and how leaders’
personal qualities shape employee experiences and organizational outcomes. Ultimately,
the framework reinforces the principle that successful leadership communication depends
on the alignment between message content, communication method, and emotional
context. This integrative perspective lays the groundwork for the literature review and
empirical analysis that follow, ensuring that the study is grounded in both theoretical

rigor and practical relevance
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2.2. Defining and Contextualizing Bad News in Leadership Communication

The concept of bad news in leadership communication encompasses a wide
spectrum of organizational messages that employees perceive as undesirable, distressing,
or unfavourable. Such communications may include critical performance evaluations,
denial of requests, restructuring announcements, demotions, or even terminations. What
qualifies as “bad news” is not only determined by the objective content of the message
but also by how employees interpret its consequences for their role, career trajectory, and
sense of security within the organization. As Kitz et al. (2023) note, bad news is
inherently subjective and context-dependent, shaped by both organizational culture and
individual expectations.

Research further illustrates that what leaders consider a routine or necessary
communication may still carry negative weight for employees, depending on timing,
framing, and the power dynamics involved. For example, Dwyer and Hopwood (2019)
highlight that announcements regarding budget cuts, relocations, or reductions in benefits
often create anxiety, even if framed as organizational necessities. Similarly, Braun et al.
(2019) emphasize that the emotional impact of bad news is strongly mediated by the
communication channel: impersonal methods such as email or written memos can
amplify negative reactions, whereas direct, face-to-face communication often softens the
blow by allowing space for empathy and clarification.

Cultural and institutional settings also play a critical role in shaping what is
perceived as bad news. Gessesse et al. (2023), in their study of physician communication,
demonstrated that hierarchical norms often intensify the emotional impact of
unfavourable information, whereas more participatory or dialogic cultures encourage
open conversations that can mitigate negative perceptions. Within organizational

contexts, this suggests that the same message, such as a performance critique or
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reassignment, can be experienced very differently depending on the communication style
of leaders and the cultural expectations of employees.

Ultimately, bad news in leadership communication cannot be reduced to a fixed
category of messages. Rather, it is a dynamic construct influenced by content, delivery,
organizational culture, and employee perception. Recognizing this complexity is
essential, as it underscores the need for leaders to adopt flexible, context-sensitive
communication strategies that acknowledge both the organizational necessity of the
message and the emotional realities of its recipients.

Dwyer and Hopwood (2019) emphasize that bad news extends well beyond
disciplinary actions to include strategic decisions that may generate negative
repercussions for employees, such as budget reductions, relocations, or benefit cuts.
These decisions, while often unavoidable in organizational life, can be deeply unsettling
for employees as they directly affect their sense of security and stability. The
effectiveness and emotional impact of such messages are strongly influenced by how they
are framed, the channel through which they are communicated, and the timing of their
delivery. Their findings suggest that clarity, empathy, and timeliness are not optional
features but essential variables that determine whether employees perceive the message
as fair and understandable, or as insensitive and harmful.

Channel selection further emerges as a decisive factor in shaping employee
reactions. Braun et al. (2019) demonstrate that the medium used, whether face-to-face,
email, telephone, or digital platform, can substantially alter perceptions of the leader and
the organization. Messages delivered through impersonal or “lean” channels without
sufficient contextualization or emotional cues are more likely to provoke confusion,
distrust, or resentment. Conversely, the deliberate use of richer channels, such as face-to-

face meetings or video calls, allows leaders to convey empathy, provide space for
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dialogue, and address concerns in real time, thereby softening the emotional blow and
enhancing the credibility of the message. These insights reinforce the principles of Media
Richness Theory, which argues that the choice of communication channel must be
matched to the complexity and emotional weight of the message being delivered.

Beyond channel selection, organizational culture plays a central role in defining
both what qualifies as bad news and how it is communicated. Gessesse et al. (2023), in
their study of physician communication in Ethiopian hospitals, found that cultural norms
and institutional hierarchies strongly shaped not only the expectations surrounding
message delivery but also the emotional responses of recipients. This finding highlights
that communication strategies cannot be divorced from their broader cultural and
institutional contexts. Similarly, Gomez-Leal et al. (2022) argue that in hierarchical
organizational settings, a top-down, directive style of communication often intensifies the
negative impact of bad news, as employees feel excluded from decision-making
processes. In contrast, organizations that emphasize dialogue, inclusivity, and
participatory practices tend to mitigate the harmful effects of bad news, fostering
psychological safety and preserving trust even in adverse circumstances.

Taken together, these studies suggest that bad news communication is not a
neutral act but a socially and culturally embedded process. Leaders must therefore go
beyond simply transmitting information: they must consider how framing, channel
selection, and organizational norms intersect to shape employee perceptions and
emotional responses. Recognizing these dynamics is crucial for developing sensitive and
effective communication strategies that reduce harm and strengthen resilience within
organizations.

In the context of strategic communication, Heavey et al. (2020) contend that

leaders who engage through transparent and consistent messaging especially in digital
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spaces can manage employee perceptions more effectively, even during times of
organizational distress. Their framework points to the importance of aligning message
content with audience expectations and organizational values to reduce ambiguity and
foster trust. Further, O’Neill and Kelley (2021) contribute a sector-specific perspective,
showing how bad news was communicated in academic library settings during periods of
budget crises. Their findings underline the importance of providing rationale and context
alongside the message, which can help reduce resistance and emotional backlash.

Despite these valuable insights, challenges persist in clearly defining what
constitutes bad news across different industries, organizational cultures, and leadership
roles. Much of the existing research tends to generalize findings, often overlooking the
fact that thresholds of perceived severity can differ significantly between sectors. For
instance, performance feedback that is considered routine and even expected in high-
pressure environments such as emergency medicine may be perceived as highly
unsettling in creative industries, non-profit organizations, or academic institutions where
collaborative culture and professional identity are central (O’Neill & Kelley, 2021).
Similarly, layoffs or budget cuts may be normalized in corporate settings with cyclical
restructuring, while in public or mission-driven organizations they may be interpreted as
profound organizational failures.

These variations highlight the limitations of one-size-fits-all approaches to
leadership communication. Current theoretical frameworks provide useful structures for
categorizing and analyzing bad news, yet they often fail to fully capture the cultural,
contextual, and relational dynamics that shape how employees interpret negative
messages (Gessesse et al., 2023; Gomez-Leal et al., 2022). For example, hierarchical

organizations may frame unfavorable decisions through top-down directives, thereby
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intensifying employees’ feelings of exclusion, while participatory cultures may approach
the same messages as opportunities for dialogue and shared problem-solving.

This lack of sector-specific sensitivity underscores the pressing need for more
comparative and empirical research to investigate how bad news is defined and perceived
across industries, leadership levels, and cultural environments. A more nuanced, context-
aware approach would not only refine the conceptual boundaries of “bad news” but also
strengthen the development of best practices for its delivery. Such an approach would
enable leaders to tailor their communication strategies more precisely to the expectations
and emotional realities of their employees, ultimately fostering trust, psychological
safety, and organizational resilience during times of adversity

2.3 Evolution and Selection of Communication Channels in the Workplace

The evolution of communication channels in the workplace reflects a profound
transformation in how leaders interact with employees, particularly when delivering
difficult or sensitive messages. Historically, face-to-face communication dominated
organizational life because of its capacity to transmit emotional cues, encourage
immediate feedback, and foster interpersonal trust (Tang & Bradshaw, 2020). This mode
of interaction was especially valued in high-stakes conversations, where leaders needed
to convey empathy and ensure clarity through both verbal and non-verbal cues.

With the advent of digital technologies, however, the communication landscape
has shifted dramatically. Email, instant messaging, video conferencing, and collaborative
platforms have become integral components of daily organizational communication.
While these tools increase efficiency, reduce geographical barriers, and enable rapid
information sharing, they also complicate how bad news is conveyed. Their widespread
adoption has introduced new challenges, as leaner digital channels may strip away

essential relational cues and risk depersonalizing interactions (Chatman et al., 2020).
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This shift has been further accelerated by the rise of hybrid and remote work
models, particularly in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic (Santoso et al., 2022).
Leaders now frequently face the challenge of communicating sensitive information across
virtual spaces, where traditional markers of empathy and presence are harder to replicate.
Olaniyi et al. (2024) caution that while digital collaborative tools provide convenience
and scalability, they often weaken interpersonal connection if not supplemented with
relational strategies rooted in emotional intelligence. Similarly, Yue et al. (2021) argue
that leaders must adopt a deliberate and agentic role as communicators, carefully tailoring
their choice of channels to the sensitivity of the message and the expectations of their
employees.

Research underscores that channel evolution is not merely a technical change but
a strategic one. Pfeffermann (2020) highlights that effective leadership requires a
nuanced understanding of both traditional and digital platforms, while Kaneko (2025)
demonstrates that the effectiveness of team performance is strongly mediated by how
leaders choose communication channels in context. Furthermore, Ewing et al. (2019)
point out that organizational values and employee emotions must be factored into these
choices, since insensitive or impersonal digital communications can exacerbate the
negative effects of bad news.

Thus, the evolution of communication channels reflects not only technological
progress but also the growing complexity of leadership responsibilities. Leaders are now
expected to balance efficiency with empathy, ensuring that digital tools do not replace but
rather complement relational communication practices. This shift underscores the need
for sector-specific competencies and ongoing training to help leaders adapt their
strategies in environments where digital communication is the norm but interpersonal

sensitivity remains essential several studies have assessed the effectiveness of different
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communication channels in delivering bad news, emphasizing the need to balance clarity,
empathy, and organizational objectives. Pfeffermann (2020) highlights the strategic role
of communication media in leadership, suggesting that a nuanced understanding of digital
and traditional platforms is necessary for effective message delivery. Kaneko (2025)
reinforces this by exploring how different communication channels influence team
performance, showing that context and content must guide leaders' choices.

Despite advancements in communication theory, many leaders continue to select
channels based on efficiency or habit rather than emotional or contextual appropriateness.
Yue et al. (2021) emphasize that leaders must act as deliberate communication agents,
tailoring their message delivery methods to audience needs and message content. Ewing
et al. (2019) similarly argue that internal communication strategies should be aligned
with both organizational values and the emotional state of employees to maximize
engagement and minimize resistance, particularly in sensitive situations.

As the workplace becomes increasingly digitized, the interplay between
communication media and employee engagement becomes more complex. Olaniyi et al.
(2024) demonstrate that digital collaborative tools, while convenient, can weaken
interpersonal connection when used in isolation or without emotional intelligence. Lee
(2022) adds that leadership styles such as inclusive leadership, paired with symmetrical
communication approaches, are vital for sustaining trust and clarity across
communication channels in diverse and multi-generational workforces.

Research also reveals that digital tools, despite their efficiency, do not always
preserve the richness required for difficult conversations. Chatman et al. (2020) stress
that effective communication involves more than message transmission, it requires

emotional resonance, authenticity, and feedback loops. In this regard, Bui (2019) points
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out that the digital workplace demands new competencies from leaders, particularly in
navigating when and how to use various platforms for different types of messages.

Krakauer et al. (2020) presented an innovative perspective by applying
information theory to workplace communication, demonstrating that message
individuality and receiver interpretation vary substantially depending on both the medium
and the broader context. This perspective highlights that communication is not simply the
transfer of information but an interpretive process shaped by the richness of the channel
and the expectations of the recipient. Building on this, Varadarajan et al. (2022) argue
that digital innovations in workplace communication must serve a dual purpose:
promoting organizational efficiency while also supporting ethical and empathetic
engagement with employees. Their emphasis on balancing technological utility with
moral responsibility resonates strongly with leadership communication during times of
uncertainty, when employees are particularly vulnerable to the psychological impact of
unfavorable news.

Consequently, while technological advances have expanded the array of
communication tools available to leaders, effective channel selection remains a nuanced
and context-dependent process. The literature consistently shows that although newer
digital platforms offer flexibility, speed, and reach, they may inadvertently strip away the
relational and emotional cues necessary for sensitive conversations (Chatman et al., 2020;
Santoso et al., 2022). The critical challenge for leaders, therefore, lies in discerning when
efficiency must yield to empathy, and when the choice of a “richer” channel is essential
to preserving trust and psychological safety.

This ongoing tension underscores the need for more empirical research that
examines how leadership decisions about communication channels influence both

organizational outcomes and employee well-being in modern, technology-driven
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workplaces. Existing studies provide valuable theoretical insights, yet they often stop
short of addressing sector-specific variations or the interplay between digital channel use
and employee perceptions of fairness, care, and respect. By addressing these gaps, future
research can offer evidence-based guidance to ensure that technological tools are not only
efficient but also aligned with the emotional and ethical imperatives of effective
leadership communication.
2.4 Strategic Relationship for Message Severity and Channel Choice

The relationship between the severity of a message and the choice of
communication channel is a crucial consideration in leadership communication. As Volk
and Zerfass (2020) note, leaders may align the seriousness of a message with the
communication medium either strategically, through deliberate choices that reflect best
practices, or unintentionally, based on organizational norms, convenience, or personal
habit. Foundational to this discussion is Media Richness Theory (MRT) (Daft & Lengel,
1986), which argues that richer communication channels, those enabling immediate
feedback, multiple sensory cues, natural language, and personal focus, are best suited for
conveying complex or emotionally sensitive information (Shams Vala et al., 2022).

Accordingly, high-severity scenarios such as layoffs, demotions, or significant
restructuring announcements are ideally delivered through face-to-face interactions or, in
virtual contexts, video conferencing. These richer channels provide space for nonverbal
communication, emotional nuance, and dialogue, which help mitigate negative reactions
and maintain trust (Springer et al., 2021). By contrast, leaner media such as email, written
memos, or standardized forms may be sufficient for low-severity communications, such
as the denial of requests, minor scheduling changes, or routine performance feedback (de

Melo, 2021).

39



However, research also highlights that leaders do not always follow this
theoretical alignment. Braun et al. (2019) found that many leaders still rely on leaner
digital media for high-stakes communication due to convenience, perceived efficiency, or
organizational pressures, even when these choices amplify negative emotional responses.
Similarly, Yue et al. (2021) emphasize that employees often perceive mismatches
between the severity of the message and the channel used as signs of disrespect or
managerial insensitivity. Such mismatches can damage employee morale and erode
organizational trust, especially when severe news is delivered impersonally.

In practice, the choice of communication channel is rarely determined by message
severity alone; it is also shaped by contextual variables such as organizational culture,
industry norms, and leadership style. For instance, in highly hierarchical organizations,
leaders often default to top-down, directive communication regardless of the seriousness
of the message. This can amplify the negative emotional impact of bad news, as
employees may perceive the delivery as rigid, impersonal, or exclusionary. In contrast,
organizations that embrace participatory cultures are more likely to encourage dialogue,
openness, and richer exchanges, even when addressing lower-severity issues such as
routine performance feedback or minor operational changes (Gémez-Leal et al., 2022).
Such environments foster psychological safety and enable employees to feel that their
perspectives are valued, thereby reducing the potential harm of unfavorable messages.

These dynamics highlight that while Media Richness Theory (MRT) offers a
strong conceptual foundation for aligning channel richness with message complexity,
real-world communication practices often diverge from theoretical prescriptions. Leaders
may prioritize convenience, organizational precedent, or their own comfort level over
employee needs, resulting in mismatches that undermine message effectiveness. This

divergence underscores the importance of situational adaptability and leader self-
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awareness. Effective leaders must evaluate not only the severity of the message but also
the cultural and relational context in which it is delivered. By integrating theoretical
insights with practical sensitivity, leaders can make communication choices that balance
efficiency with empathy, ultimately strengthening trust and resilience within the
organization.

Ultimately, the strategic relationship between message severity and
communication channel selection highlights the central tension in leadership
communication: balancing efficiency with empathy. Leaders must be attuned not only to
the objective seriousness of the message but also to how employees are likely to interpret
it within their cultural and organizational context. By aligning message severity with
appropriate channel richness, leaders can reduce misunderstanding, demonstrate care, and
foster resilience, thereby enhancing both employee well-being and organizational
outcomes.

Several studies affirm that leaders frequently consider the gravity of a message
when choosing the medium through which it is delivered. For instance, Rainey (2024)
emphasized that the richness of communication channels, defined by their capacity to
convey verbal, non-verbal, and emotional cues, plays a decisive role in message
effectiveness, particularly during high-stakes communications. Rich channels, such as
face-to-face interactions or video conferencing, allow leaders to incorporate tone, body
language, and immediate feedback, which are critical for addressing employee concerns
and managing emotional reactions.

Similarly, Renn (2020) underscored the importance of aligning the severity of a
message with an appropriate communication channel in order to foster both
understanding and trust. This alignment is especially vital in high-risk or emotionally

charged contexts, where employees look not only for information but also for reassurance
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and relational connection. When leaders select communication methods that acknowledge
the seriousness of the situation, they demonstrate sensitivity to employee needs, thereby
strengthening perceptions of fairness and organizational credibility.

Conversely, misalignment between message severity and channel selection can
undermine communication effectiveness. For example, using lean channels such as email
or text messages to communicate significant organizational changes, layoffs, or
demotions may strip the interaction of empathy and nuance. Such choices often result in
employees perceiving the message as impersonal, disrespectful, or even dismissive,
thereby weakening trust and diminishing the perceived credibility of leadership (Volk &
Zerfass, 2020; Braun et al., 2019). This reinforces the principles of Media Richness
Theory, which argue that when ambiguity or emotional intensity is high, leaders must
rely on richer forms of communication to prevent misunderstandings and negative
reactions (Daft & Lengel, 1986; Shams Vala et al., 2022)The theoretical underpinning of
such observations can be traced to frameworks like Media Richness Theory and its
derivatives, which argue that richer media (e.g., face-to-face or video) are more suitable
for ambiguous or emotionally laden content (Shams Vala, Moosavi, & Jafari Baghiabadi,
2022). However, real-world decisions rarely align perfectly with these models. Research
by Mikkelson, Sloan, and Hesse (2019) demonstrates that leadership style and relational
communication patterns can override theoretical best practices in message delivery.
Many leaders, especially under pressure, default to familiar or convenient tools rather
than those best suited to the emotional complexity of the message, often out of habit or
organizational norms.

In practice, factors such as organizational culture, urgency, and personal
preferences often drive communication channel selection more than theoretical ideals.

Darics (2020) found that even in instant messaging platforms, leaders attempt to
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compensate for the lack of non-verbal cues by exaggerating verbal clarity or
incorporating emojis and punctuation to indicate tone. Nonetheless, this effort often falls
short in mitigating the emotional impact of bad news, especially when dealing with
sensitive employee matters.

Moreover, individual differences in message interpretation further complicate the
picture. A message perceived as neutral by one employee might be received as
threatening or discouraging by another, depending on their role, psychological readiness,
and prior experiences. Springer et al. (2021) note that this variability underscores the
importance of tailoring communication not only to the message but also to the recipient’s
context and emotional state. Hence, from a strategic standpoint, understanding employee
preferences and the nuances of each communication tool is vital. Park, Boatwright, and
Avery (2019) found that risk perception and psychological preparedness significantly
influenced channel preference during health crises, a finding transferable to
organizational contexts where bad news must be delivered with care. This suggests that
sensitivity to recipient perception should guide channel selection, not just message
content.

2.5 Summary

In summary, alignment between leadership intent and strategic communication is
central to the effectiveness of bad news delivery. As Volk and Zerfass (2020) argue,
successful internal communication depends on harmonizing three critical elements: the
organizational message, the chosen communication channel, and employee expectations.
When these elements are misaligned, organizations risk not only misinterpretation of the
message but also long-term damage to employee trust, engagement, and organizational
credibility. For instance, when serious or emotionally charged messages are

communicated through lean digital channels such as email, employees may interpret the
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delivery as impersonal or dismissive, leaving them feeling neglected or devalued (Braun
et al., 2019; Renn, 2020). Such misalignment illustrates that the act of delivering bad
news extends far beyond information transfer; it is a symbolic demonstration of
organizational values and leadership priorities.

Theoretical models provide important guidance in this area. Media Richness
Theory (Daft & Lengel, 1986) suggests that leaders should select richer communication
channels when dealing with ambiguous or emotionally sensitive information, ensuring
that the medium conveys sufficient cues for understanding and dialogue. Similarly,
Situational Crisis Communication Theory (Coombs, 2022) highlights the importance of
tailoring communication strategies to contextual factors, including message severity,
organizational reputation, and stakeholder perceptions. These frameworks underscore that
effective leadership communication is not static but highly contingent on both message
content and situational dynamics. Yet, their application in real-world leadership contexts
remains imperfect, as leaders are influenced by competing demands, such as efficiency
pressures, entrenched organizational norms, and time constraints. These factors often
cause leaders to default to less effective strategies despite the availability of more suitable
alternatives (Rainey, 2024; Shams Vala et al., 2022).

This persistent gap between theory and practice highlights the importance of
cultivating not only technical knowledge of communication models but also interpersonal
and contextual competencies that allow leaders to adapt strategies appropriately.

Emotional intelligence, for example, enables leaders to recognize the
psychological impact of their decisions, manage their own emotions, and respond
empathetically to employees, thereby humanizing even the most difficult messages (Jnr
& Dzogbewu, 2021). Likewise, transformational leadership behaviors such as

individualized consideration and inspirational motivation help preserve morale and foster
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resilience by reframing negative events as opportunities for growth (Khattak et al., 2020;
Bastari et al., 2020). These relational competencies are not separate from strategic
communication but rather integral to its success, ensuring that leaders maintain credibility
while meeting employee needs during adverse situations.

A deeper understanding of employee expectations is particularly critical.
Employees evaluate not only the content of bad news but also how it is delivered, by
whom, and under what circumstances. Research demonstrates that transparency,
respectful dialogue, and timeliness are decisive factors in whether employees perceive
communication as fair and trustworthy (Heavey et al., 2020; Ewing et al., 2019). When
leaders delay communication, obscure information, or fail to provide justification for
decisions, employees are more likely to experience frustration, anxiety, and
disengagement. Conversely, when leaders engage employees with honesty and empathy,
they can preserve trust even in contexts where the news is unfavorable. Thus,
communication effectiveness lies not only in the alignment of message and channel but
also in the relational effort to acknowledge and respect employees as key stakeholders.

Organizational culture further mediates this alignment. In hierarchical cultures,
employees may expect formal communication delivered through top-down channels,
whereas in participatory or collectivist cultures, employees may anticipate dialogue and
inclusion in decision-making processes. Misalignment between leadership style and
cultural expectations can amplify the negative effects of bad news, leading to perceptions
of unfairness or alienation. Leaders must therefore develop contextual awareness,
ensuring that communication strategies are sensitive to the organizational environment
and aligned with broader cultural norms. This highlights that effective communication is
not merely a matter of individual skill but also of organizational adaptation and cultural

competence.
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Taken together, these insights demonstrate that strategic alignment requires
integrating both the technical and emotional dimensions of communication. It is not
sufficient for leaders to select an appropriate channel; they must also consider the
framing of the message, the emotional support provided, and the broader organizational
dynamics in which the communication occurs. When these elements are harmonized,
leaders can preserve morale, maintain trust, and foster resilience in modern organizations,
even under adverse circumstances. This holistic understanding provides a natural
foundation for examining leadership communication strategies that extend beyond
channel selection and incorporate leaders’ behaviors, emotional intelligence, and
relational competencies. In doing so, this study positions leadership communication as a
multidimensional process that shapes not only immediate employee reactions but also

long-term organizational health and credibility.

46



CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
3.1 Overview of the Research Problem

This chapter provides a detailed exposition of the research methodology
implemented to explore how leaders navigate communication strategies and select
appropriate channels when delivering bad news within organizational contexts.
Recognizing that delivering unfavorable information is both a cognitive and emotional
leadership challenge, this study seeks to investigate not only the technical aspects of
communication choices but also the underlying psychological, relational, and contextual
factors that shape these decisions. In order to capture the complexity of leadership
behavior in these high-stakes situations, a mixed-methods approach was adopted,
integrating quantitative analysis to identify generalizable patterns and qualitative inquiry
to uncover nuanced, context-specific insights.

The research design incorporates multiple methodological layers, including
survey instruments that capture measurable data on communication preferences, channel
utilization, message severity, and perceived effectiveness, alongside in-depth semi-
structured interviews that elicit personal narratives, decision-making rationales, and
reflective experiences from leaders who have engaged in delivering bad news. This dual
approach allows for methodological triangulation, strengthening the credibility,
dependability, and transferability of the findings.

Furthermore, this chapter provides comprehensive justification for the selected
methodology by aligning it with the study’s overarching research objectives and
theoretical framework, which integrates Media Richness Theory, Situational Crisis
Communication Theory, Emotional Intelligence, and Transformational Leadership
Theory. By doing so, the research design ensures consistency between theoretical

constructs, empirical data collection, and analytical procedures.
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In addition, the chapter addresses critical ethical considerations, including
participant confidentiality, informed consent, and data protection, to uphold the integrity
of the research process. Measures to enhance validity, such as pilot testing of instruments,
and reliability, through consistent coding protocols and systematic data verification, are
also discussed to reinforce the methodological rigor. Collectively, these methodological
choices provide a robust foundation for generating actionable knowledge that advances
both scholarly understanding and leadership practice in the sensitive domain of bad news
communication.

In addition to addressing its primary research objectives, this chapter underscores
the multidimensional nature of the research problem. Delivering bad news is not simply a
transactional act of conveying information but a leadership process that requires the
integration of cognitive judgment, emotional sensitivity, and ethical responsibility.
Leaders must balance organizational imperatives with the human need for dignity,
fairness, and transparency, and this delicate balance makes the phenomenon particularly
worthy of systematic investigation. By designing a study that accounts for both the
technical dimensions of communication and the relational dynamics of leader—employee
interactions, this research advances understanding of leadership behavior in one of its
most challenging domains.

A further contribution of the methodological framework lies in its capacity to
overcome limitations in prior scholarship. Earlier studies have often examined
communication practices in isolation, focusing on either channels, strategies, or employee
perceptions, without integrating these elements into a single, comprehensive design. By
adopting a mixed-methods strategy that combines breadth and depth, this study responds
to calls in the literature for more holistic approaches to leadership communication

research (Ewing et al., 2019; Volk & Zerfass, 2020). In this way, the methodology is not
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only a means of data collection but also a conceptual innovation that aligns theoretical
integration with empirical investigation.

The significance of this approach extends to its applicability across organizational
contexts. Because leaders in different sectors, corporate, nonprofit, educational,
governmental, encounter varying constraints and expectations, the study’s design ensures
that findings remain transferable and relevant across diverse environments. This
adaptability strengthens the practical value of the research, positioning its insights as a
foundation for leadership development, HR policy, and organizational communication
protocols in multiple industries and cultural contexts.

Finally, by emphasizing ethical rigor and methodological transparency, this
chapter reaffirms the principle that leadership research must itself embody the values it
seeks to promote, trust, responsibility, and integrity. In doing so, the chapter sets the
stage for subsequent analyses by providing a clear rationale for the methodological
pathway chosen and establishing confidence in the robustness of the findings.
Collectively, the methodological overview not only outlines the structure of the research
process but also reflects the broader contribution of the study: to illuminate how leaders
can navigate the cognitive, emotional, and ethical challenges of delivering bad news in
ways that strengthen both individual relationships and organizational resilience.

3.2 Operationalization of Theoretical Constructs

The main theoretical concepts operationalized in this research included bad news,
communication channels, communication strategies, and employee perception. In this
study, bad news was defined as information perceived by employees as negative,
undesirable, or threatening to their roles, status, or future within the organization. This

broad definition encompasses a range of communications, from performance critiques
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and denied requests to restructuring announcements, demotions, and terminations (Kitz et
al., 2023; Dwyer & Hopwood, 2019).

The concept of communication channels covered both offline and online modes of
leadership communication. Offline channels included traditional face-to-face meetings
and written correspondence, valued for their richness and ability to convey emotional
nuance (Tang & Bradshaw, 2020). Online channels encompassed email, instant
messaging, video conferencing, and collaborative digital platforms, which provide
efficiency and scalability but may lack the interpersonal richness required for emotionally
sensitive communication (Santoso et al., 2022; Chatman et al., 2020).

Communication strategies referred to the specific approaches leaders employed
when delivering bad news, including directness, empathy, clarity, transparency, and
timeliness. These strategies were identified in the literature as critical factors in
determining whether communication fosters trust and resilience or, conversely, triggers
disengagement and mistrust (Ewing et al., 2019; Heavey et al., 2020).

Finally, employee perception was operationalized as the way employees receive,
interpret, and emotionally respond to bad news communication. This construct is central
to the study, as perceptions shape outcomes such as trust in leadership, job satisfaction,
and organizational commitment (Braun et al., 2019; Volk & Zerfass, 2020).

Semi-structured interviews were employed to explore these constructs in real
organizational contexts. This qualitative approach allowed for in-depth examination of
how leaders apply communication channels and strategies in practice, how they evaluate
message severity, and how these choices influence employee perceptions. The data
collected thus provided nuanced insights into the alignment, or misalignment, between

theoretical prescriptions and lived organizational realities.
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The primary purpose of this study is to investigate how organizational leaders
approach the complex task of delivering bad news, with a particular emphasis on how
their communication strategies, choice of channels, and consideration of message severity
influence both employee perceptions and organizational outcomes. By exploring these
dynamics, the study seeks to advance both theoretical understanding and practical
guidance for leadership communication in challenging contexts. Anchored in established
theoretical frameworks, including Media Richness Theory (Daft & Lengel, 1986),
Situational Crisis Communication Theory (Coombs, 2022), Emotional Intelligence
Theory (Goleman, as cited in Jnr & Dzogbewu, 2021), and Transformational Leadership
Theory (Khattak et al., 2020), this research provides a comprehensive analysis that
integrates communication science, psychological processes, and leadership behavior. In
doing so, it contributes to academic discourse on leadership communication while
offering actionable insights for organizations seeking to strengthen resilience, trust, and
employee engagement during periods of uncertainty. The following research questions
were developed to guide data collection and analysis, ensuring systematic inquiry into the
multidimensional aspects of leadership communication during the delivery of bad news.

In operationalizing these constructs, the study further distinguished their key
dimensions to ensure clarity and analytical precision. Bad news was not treated as a
uniform phenomenon but classified along a continuum of severity (from minor corrective
feedback to highly consequential employment decisions), frequency (routine versus
exceptional), and scope (individual versus organizational). This classification allowed the
study to examine whether leaders differentiate between types of bad news when selecting
communication channels and strategies, or whether they adopt generalized approaches

regardless of severity.
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Communication channels were also operationalized across two critical
dimensions: rich versus lean and synchronous versus asynchronous. Rich, synchronous
channels (e.g., face-to-face meetings, video calls) were expected to provide the
immediacy and emotional nuance necessary for high-severity communications, whereas
lean, asynchronous channels (e.g., email, instant messaging) were expected to be used for
low-severity or routine matters. This distinction enabled the study to assess not only
leaders’ channel choices but also the extent to which these choices aligned with the
theoretical prescriptions of Media Richness Theory.

Communication strategies were broken down into interpersonal behaviors and
structural practices. Interpersonal behaviors included empathy, active listening, and
individualized consideration, while structural practices encompassed clarity,
transparency, timeliness, and message framing. By operationalizing strategies in this dual
way, the study was able to capture both the relational and technical aspects of
communication, showing how leaders balance emotional resonance with informational
accuracy.

Employee perception was conceptualized as a multidimensional construct
encompassing cognitive evaluations (e.g., judgments of fairness, clarity, and credibility),
emotional responses (e.g., trust, anxiety, resentment, or resilience), and behavioral
outcomes (e.g., engagement, withdrawal, or organizational commitment). This
operationalization acknowledges that employee perception is not a passive process but an
active interpretive act that determines whether communication ultimately strengthens or
undermines organizational relationships.

To translate these constructs into empirical indicators, the survey instrument
included both closed-ended items (e.g., Likert-scale ratings of channel effectiveness,

perceptions of leader empathy, evaluations of message clarity) and open-ended responses
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that allowed employees to elaborate on their subjective experiences. Semi-structured
interviews provided complementary depth, inviting leaders to articulate the rationale
behind their choices, their perception of message severity, and their reflections on how
employees responded. This dual strategy ensured that constructs were not only
conceptually defined but also empirically grounded in lived organizational realities.

By operationalizing constructs in this way, the study bridges the gap between
theory and practice. It demonstrates how abstract concepts from Media Richness Theory,
Situational Crisis Communication Theory, Emotional Intelligence, and Transformational
Leadership can be translated into concrete variables that are observable, measurable, and
analyzable. This methodological contribution advances the field by offering a replicable
framework for future studies on leadership communication, enabling comparative
research across sectors, cultures, and leadership levels.

3.3 Research Purpose and Questions

The primary purpose of this study was to investigate how leaders manage the
challenging task of delivering bad news in organizational contexts. While communication
in leadership has been widely studied, relatively little attention has been paid to the
specific dynamics of negative or undesirable messages and their impact on employees.
By examining both the channels leaders use and the strategies they adopt, this research
sought to uncover patterns that explain why certain approaches are more effective than
others. In doing so, the study integrates perspectives from Media Richness Theory,
Situational Crisis Communication Theory, Emotional Intelligence, and Transformational
Leadership, thereby providing both theoretical insights and practical recommendations.

To achieve this purpose, the study was guided by the following research questions:

1. What types of information do leaders classify as bad news?
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This question seeks to identify the categories of messages leaders consider
emotionally or professionally adverse for employees. Bad news in the workplace may
include routine issues such as negative performance feedback or assignment rework, as
well as severe matters like layoffs, demotions, suspensions, or organizational
restructuring. By classifying these messages through leaders’ real-world experiences, the
study sheds light on the subjective and context-dependent nature of “bad news,” an area
that existing literature has only partially addressed (Kitz et al., 2023; Dwyer & Hopwood,
2019).

2. Which communication channels do leaders most commonly use to deliver bad
news, and what are their reasons for these choices?

This question examines leaders’ preferences for communication mediums, face-to-
face, email, telephone, video conferencing, and the reasoning behind these choices. While
Media Richness Theory suggests richer channels are best suited for complex or
emotionally charged messages (Daft & Lengel, 1986), real-world decisions are often
influenced by organizational culture, technological infrastructure, and convenience.
Exploring these rationales helps bridge the gap between theoretical prescriptions and
actual leadership practices, showing how cultural norms and situational constraints shape
communication behavior (Volk & Zerfass, 2020; Santoso et al., 2022).

3. How does the severity of bad news influence leaders’ choice of communication
channels?

This question investigates the relationship between message severity and channel
selection, a central theme in communication theory. Severe or highly negative messages
are expected to trigger richer, more personal channels such as face-to-face or video
meetings, while lower-severity issues may be handled through leaner mediums like email

or telephone. By analyzing whether leaders consistently follow this logic, the study tests
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the applicability of Media Richness Theory in practice and considers how leaders adapt
strategies in response to message gravity (Springer et al., 2021; Shams Vala et al., 2022).

4. What leadership communication strategies are associated with positive
employee perceptions after receiving bad news?

This question explores the interpersonal techniques leaders employ when delivering
negative information, focusing on the role of emotional intelligence, empathy,
transparency, timing, and active listening. Research suggests that these qualities
significantly influence whether employees perceive the communication as fair, respectful,
and trustworthy, or as cold and dismissive (Heavey et al., 2020; Khattak et al., 2020). By
identifying which strategies reduce resistance and foster resilience, the study highlights
the importance of relational and emotional competence in leadership communication.

5. What evidence-based best practices can be identified to guide leaders across
industries in effectively communicating bad news to employees?

The final question synthesizes the study’s findings into actionable recommendations.
By integrating insights from theory and empirical data, the study identifies best practices
that can inform leadership development, communication training, and organizational
policy. These practices emphasize professionalism, compassion, and strategic alignment,
ensuring that leaders are better prepared to manage difficult conversations in ways that
preserve trust, support employee well-being, and strengthen organizational resilience
(Ewing et al., 2019; O’Neill & Kelley, 2021).

Together, these questions provide a comprehensive framework for analyzing
leadership communication in challenging contexts. They capture not only the technical
aspects of channel selection but also the human dimensions of emotion, trust, and
perception. In this way, the study contributes both to academic scholarship and to the

practical enhancement of leadership communication in modern organizations.
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3.4 Research Design

This study employed a mixed-methods research design, integrating both
quantitative and qualitative approaches to gain a comprehensive understanding of
leadership communication strategies and channel selection when delivering bad news.
The rationale for adopting a mixed-methods design stemmed from the recognition that
leadership communication is a complex and multidimensional phenomenon, requiring
both statistical examination of patterns and nuanced exploration of individual
experiences. As Takona (2024) observes, mixed-methods research is particularly well-
suited to fields where behavioral, emotional, and organizational dynamics interact, since
it allows researchers to capture both measurable relationships and deeper contextual
meanings. Similarly, Dehalwar and Sharma (2024) argue that while quantitative methods
provide the rigor of generalizability and statistical clarity, qualitative approaches uncover
the lived realities and subjective reasoning that underpin those patterns.

The research design was organized into two sequential phases that complemented
each other in scope and depth. The first phase was primarily quantitative, involving the
administration of a structured survey to a sample of leaders, including managers,
directors, and senior executives across different organizational sectors. The survey was
designed to collect data on communication channel preferences, situational factors
influencing decision-making, and perceptions of channel effectiveness when delivering
difficult messages. Questions were formatted as Likert scales and multiple-choice items
to generate quantifiable data, which could then be subjected to descriptive and inferential
statistical analysis. This approach enabled the identification of broad trends, such as the
frequency with which leaders used face-to-face, email, telephone, or video
communication, as well as statistical relationships between message severity, channel

choice, and perceived effectiveness (Forza & Sandrin, 2023).
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The second phase employed a qualitative design through semi-structured
interviews with a strategically selected subset of survey participants. This follow-up
phase was crucial for contextualizing the survey findings and delving deeper into the
reasons behind leaders’ decisions. The interviews provided rich narrative accounts of
actual experiences in which participants were required to deliver bad news, with
particular attention to the factors that guided their channel selection, the strategies they
adopted, and the employee reactions that followed. As Adeoye-Olatunde and Olenik
(2021) note, semi-structured interviews are especially effective in balancing consistency
across participants with the flexibility to probe unique experiences, thereby generating
insights that statistical surveys alone cannot provide.

The integration of these two phases enhanced both the validity and reliability of
the study. By triangulating data from surveys and interviews, the research reduced the
risk of bias associated with relying on a single method, while simultaneously offering
both breadth and depth of analysis. Quantitative findings could be interpreted more
meaningfully in light of qualitative narratives, and qualitative insights were supported
and contextualized by statistical patterns. This methodological triangulation not only
strengthened the credibility of the findings but also ensured alignment with the research
objectives, which aimed to capture both the measurable structure and the lived experience
of leadership communication practices.

3.5 Population and Sample

This study was conducted across a diverse range of organizations operating within
the United States, encompassing private corporations, public institutions, and nonprofit
entities. The inclusion of multiple organizational sectors was intentional in order to
capture a wide spectrum of leadership communication practices and to increase the

generalizability and contextual richness of the findings. By examining leaders across
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various industries, including healthcare, education, finance, technology, and government,
the study accounts for sector-specific differences that may influence how leaders
approach the delivery of bad news and how communication strategies may be shaped by
organizational culture, stakeholder expectations, and operational structures. The research
specifically targeted individuals in formal leadership positions, including supervisors,
managers, directors, and executives, who possess direct experience in delivering bad
news to employees or teams. To ensure that participants were able to provide recent,
contextually relevant insights, eligibility was limited to those who had been involved in
delivering difficult organizational messages within the past two years. This time frame
was selected to minimize recall bias and ensure that participants' responses reflected
contemporary leadership challenges, particularly in light of the evolving communication
landscape influenced by digitalization, remote work, and the ongoing effects of the
COVID-19 pandemic (Santoso et al., 2022; Olaniyi et al., 2024).

A purposive sampling strategy was employed, consistent with qualitative and
mixed-methods research designs that seek information-rich cases capable of yielding in-
depth understanding of complex phenomena (Robinson, 2024; Campbell et al., 2020).
This approach allowed for the intentional selection of participants who met pre-defined
inclusion criteria based on their leadership role, recent experience with bad news
communication, and willingness to engage in both quantitative and qualitative phases of
the study. By focusing on leaders with direct and relevant experience, the study ensured
the collection of empirically grounded data that aligns closely with the study’s research
questions and theoretical framework.

In addition to ensuring variability across industries, the sampling approach also
accounted for variation in leadership tenure, organizational size, and hierarchical level,

allowing for a more nuanced exploration of how different leadership contexts may
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influence communication decisions. This diversity within the sample strengthens the
study’s capacity to identify both common patterns and context-specific variations in
leadership communication practices when delivering bad news.

3.6 Participant Selection

Participants for this study were recruited using multiple channels to ensure both
diversity and relevance within the sample. Recruitment strategies included leveraging
professional leadership networks, targeted outreach via LinkedIn, referrals from
organizational contacts, and direct email invitations distributed through leadership
development forums and HR professional associations. This multi-pronged approach
allowed access to leaders from a wide array of industries, organizational sizes, and
leadership roles, aligning with the study's objective to capture communication practices
across varied organizational contexts.

For the quantitative phase, a total of 101 leaders consented to participate and
completed an online survey administered via the SurveyMonkey platform. The survey
instrument was designed to capture comprehensive information on participants'
communication channel preferences, the decision-making processes underlying their
channel selections, perceptions of message severity, and their evaluations of
communication effectiveness (Campbell et al., 2020; Forza & Sandrin, 2023). The
recruitment process was carefully structured to prioritize participants who held formal
leadership roles with direct responsibility for communicating difficult or adverse
messages to employees within the preceding two-year period, ensuring the currency and
relevance of the data collected.

Following the completion of the quantitative survey, a purposive subsample of 15
participants was selected for the qualitative phase of the study, consisting of semi-

structured interviews. Selection criteria for this phase included both participant
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willingness to engage in additional in-depth dialogue and deliberate consideration of
organizational diversity, ensuring representation from various sectors, leadership levels,
and institutional contexts (Robinson, 2024). This purposeful selection strategy enhanced
the richness and variability of qualitative data, allowing for deeper exploration of the
subjective experiences, emotional considerations, and contextual factors that shaped
participants’ leadership communication behaviors.

The combined sample provided comprehensive insights into real-world leadership
communication across diverse organizational environments. The inclusion of participants
from private, public, and nonprofit sectors allowed the study to capture both
commonalities and sector-specific nuances in leadership communication strategies. The
variation in organizational types, leadership responsibilities, communication contexts,
and levels of professional experience contributed to the study's internal validity,
analytical robustness, and the generalizability of findings within leadership and
organizational communication research domains.

3.7 Instrumentation

The primary data collection instrument for this study was the semi-structured
interview guide, designed to ensure both consistency across participants and sufficient
flexibility to capture individual perspectives in depth. The guide was developed in direct
alignment with the research objectives and was structured around the key themes of bad
news classification, channel selection, communication strategies, and employee
perceptions. Open-ended questions formed the foundation of the instrument, as they
allowed participants to articulate their experiences, attitudes, and reasoning in their own
words, thereby providing richer and more authentic insights into leadership

communication practices. This format was particularly appropriate given the sensitive
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nature of the topic, enabling participants to reflect freely on how they navigated difficult
conversations in organizational settings.

The interview guide balanced standardization with adaptability. While core
questions provided a uniform structure to ensure comparability of data across interviews,
the format also allowed for probing and follow-up questions when participants raised
issues of particular relevance. This approach is consistent with recommendations from
Adeoye-Olatunde and Olenik (2021), who highlight that semi-structured designs
maximize the validity of qualitative research by combining guided inquiry with
opportunities for depth and spontaneity.

Prior to full implementation, the instrument underwent a pilot phase with a small
group of participants who were demographically similar to the target sample. The
purpose of this pre-test was to evaluate the clarity, relevance, and sequencing of
questions, as well as to identify any potential ambiguities or sensitivities in wording.
Feedback from this process was systematically reviewed and incorporated into revisions
of the guide, resulting in refined questions that enhanced both face validity and overall
reliability. Adjustments included simplifying complex phrasing, ensuring that all prompts
were directly linked to the study’s objectives, and clarifying instructions to improve the
flow of interviews.

Following these refinements, the finalized interview guide was deployed in the
main data collection phase. Its careful construction and validation ensured that the
instrument not only elicited detailed accounts of participants’ experiences but also
produced data that could be meaningfully triangulated with the survey findings. In this
way, the instrumentation contributed to the rigor of the study, supporting a
comprehensive exploration of leadership communication strategies and the contextual

factors shaping the delivery of bad news in organizations.
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3.8 Data Collection Procedures

This study employed a sequential, two-phase data collection process designed to
integrate both quantitative and qualitative data sources, thereby allowing for triangulation
and deeper contextualization of leadership communication behaviors during the delivery
of bad news.

In the first phase, quantitative data were collected through the administration of a
structured online survey. The survey instrument was developed using SurveyMonkey and
consisted of a combination of multiple-choice questions, Likert-scale items, and
categorical variables. The items were designed to capture leaders’ communication
channel preferences, decision-making considerations, message severity evaluations, and
perceptions of communication effectiveness when conveying unfavorable information.
The survey also included screening questions to ensure that participants met the inclusion
criteria related to recent experience with delivering bad news. Prior to full deployment,
the survey instrument underwent preliminary testing with a small pilot group of leaders to
ensure question clarity, face validity, and functional usability of the online platform.

The survey link was disseminated broadly through professional leadership
forums, LinkedIn networks, organizational mailing lists, and leadership development
communities to ensure broad geographic and sectoral representation. Data collection for
the quantitative phase was conducted over a five-week period, resulting in 101 completed
and valid responses. This sample size provided sufficient breadth to identify general
patterns and relationships between variables while allowing for subsequent qualitative
exploration.

Following the survey phase, the second phase of data collection involved
qualitative semi-structured interviews with a purposively selected subsample of 15

participants drawn from the initial survey pool. Selection for the interview phase was

62



based on participant willingness and an intentional effort to ensure diversity in
organizational context, leadership level, and sector representation. The interviews were
conducted remotely via telephone or Zoom, depending on participant availability and
preference, and each session lasted approximately 15 to 20 minutes.

Interviews were guided by a standardized interview protocol, which allowed for
consistency across sessions while retaining sufficient flexibility to explore participants'
unique experiences, perspectives, and rationales in depth. Core interview topics included
participants’ decision-making processes when selecting communication channels, their
emotional considerations in delivering bad news, perceived employee reactions, and
reflections on the effectiveness of their chosen communication strategies.

All interviews were audio recorded with participant consent and subsequently
transcribed verbatim to facilitate rigorous thematic analysis. The two-phase data
collection approach enabled both breadth and depth of inquiry, allowing for an integrated
examination of both the observable patterns captured quantitatively and the nuanced,
subjective experiences explored qualitatively. This mixed-methods design ultimately
enhanced the validity, richness, and practical relevance of the study’s findings.

3.9 Data Analysis

A comprehensive data analysis strategy was employed to address the study’s
research questions and to fully capture both the quantitative patterns and qualitative
nuances inherent in leadership communication practices when delivering bad news. The
analysis was designed within a sequential mixed-methods framework, which ensured that
both statistical regularities and rich contextual interpretations were systematically
explored and then integrated to produce well-rounded findings. This approach was

considered the most appropriate for the study’s aims, as it combined breadth and
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generalizability with depth and detail, thereby ensuring that the research objectives were
met in full.

For the quantitative phase, survey responses were first cleaned and organized for
statistical analysis. Descriptive statistics were used to summarize the data, providing
frequencies, percentages, and measures of central tendency that highlighted leaders’
preferred communication channels, their reasons for channel selection, and the
relationship between message severity and communication medium. Where relevant,
inferential procedures were employed to test associations and differences across
categories, thereby identifying whether observable trends could be generalized beyond
the sample. This statistical layer offered a clear overview of behavioral patterns across
the leader population and revealed quantifiable relationships among key variables such as
severity, appropriateness, and perceived effectiveness (Forza & Sandrin, 2023).

The qualitative phase involved a rigorous thematic analysis of the semi-structured
interview transcripts. Following the six-step approach outlined by Braun and Clarke
(2006), transcripts were read and re-read for familiarization, coded inductively to capture
salient concepts, and then grouped into broader categories reflecting themes relevant to
the research questions. This process illuminated leaders’ reasoning, emotional
considerations, and contextual influences behind their communication practices.

Thematic analysis enabled the identification of recurrent patterns, such as the
preference for face-to-face communication in severe situations, the influence of
organizational culture on channel choice, and the importance of empathy and
transparency in shaping employee perceptions. Particular attention was also paid to
divergent perspectives, which provided nuance and highlighted the complexity of

leadership communication behaviors.
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Integration of the quantitative and qualitative findings occurred in the final stage
of analysis through a triangulation process. Quantitative results provided a macro-level
picture of trends, while qualitative insights contextualized these patterns, offering
explanations for why certain channels or strategies were preferred and how employees
were likely to respond. This integrative process ensured not only methodological rigor
but also greater credibility and validity of the findings (Takona, 2024). By situating
numerical patterns within the lived experiences of leaders, the study was able to move
beyond surface-level reporting to generate a more holistic and practice-oriented
understanding of how bad news is communicated in organizations.

3.9.1 Quantitative Data Analysis

The quantitative dataset, derived from 101 completed survey responses, was first
subjected to a rigorous data cleaning and validation process to ensure its suitability for
analysis. This stage involved checking for missing values, outliers, and inconsistencies
across responses. The dataset was confirmed to be complete, which enhanced its
reliability and strengthened the interpretive validity of the subsequent analyses. The
survey design incorporated categorical, ordinal, and dichotomous variables, including the
types of communication channels selected, the reasons for channel choice, message
severity ratings (measured on a five-point ordinal scale ranging from “No Negative
Impact” to “Extremely Negative), and binary responses concerning leaders’
consideration of employee perceptions and their retrospective satisfaction with
communication decisions.

Descriptive statistical analyses formed the foundation of the quantitative
approach. Using Microsoft Excel, frequency distributions and percentage summaries
were generated for each variable to provide an accessible overview of leaders’

preferences, decision-making rationales, and communication behaviors. This stage was
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particularly useful in addressing the first two research questions, as it allowed the study
to document the types of information leaders classified as bad news and the distribution
of communication channels used. It also clarified the extent to which organizational
culture, appropriateness, or convenience shaped communication practices.

Beyond univariate descriptions, cross-tabulation procedures were conducted to
explore associations between key variables, most notably the relationship between
message severity and communication channel selection. These contingency table analyses
offered critical insights into how the seriousness of a message influenced leaders’ use of
richer versus leaner media, directly linking the findings to Media Richness Theory (Daft
& Lengel, 1986). The observed distributions suggested consistent patterns in which high-
severity situations elicited face-to-face or video-based communication, while less severe
cases were more often managed via email or telephone.

To further strengthen these observations, Chi-square (y?) tests for independence
were considered in order to assess whether the associations between message severity and
channel choice were statistically significant. Although inferential testing was limited by
the modest sample size and uneven distribution across certain categories, the emphasis
was placed on descriptive and relational interpretation. This choice reflects
recommendations in applied leadership communication research, where exploratory
insights into behavioral patterns often yield more practical value than statistical
generalizations when working with constrained sample sizes (Forza & Sandrin, 2023).

Overall, the quantitative analysis produced a robust overview of communication
practices among leaders, highlighting clear patterns in how bad news is classified, how
channels are selected, and how decisions are justified. These findings provided the
statistical foundation for the qualitative phase, where deeper exploration of reasoning,

contextual factors, and employee responses helped explain the patterns identified in the
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survey. In this way, the quantitative strand not only contributed directly to answering the
study’s research questions but also served as a guide for thematic exploration in the
subsequent qualitative analysis.

In addition to descriptive and cross-tabulation analyses, reliability and validity
checks were undertaken to enhance confidence in the measurement process. Survey
instruments were pilot tested with a small group of leaders prior to full deployment to
ensure clarity and relevance of items. Internal consistency of multi-item measures,
particularly those related to communication strategies and perceptions of effectiveness,
was examined through Cronbach’s alpha coefficients, which indicated satisfactory levels
of reliability. Construct validity was supported by aligning survey items with established
theoretical frameworks—Media Richness Theory, Situational Crisis Communication
Theory, Emotional Intelligence, and Transformational Leadership Theory, ensuring that
each operationalized variable corresponded to a recognized conceptual domain.

The analytical strategy was also justified in light of the study’s exploratory
objectives. Given the modest sample size (n = 101), inferential statistical power was
limited; however, the primary goal of the quantitative phase was not prediction but the
identification of broad behavioral patterns and relationships that could inform subsequent
qualitative inquiry. In this sense, descriptive and relational analyses were deliberately
prioritized to provide a clear empirical map of leaders’ communication practices. These
choices are consistent with best practices in mixed-methods research, where the
quantitative strand serves as a foundation for deeper interpretive exploration rather than
as a stand-alone explanatory model (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).

Importantly, the quantitative findings also provided an empirical test of
theoretical assumptions. For example, the consistent use of richer channels for high-

severity messages largely confirmed the propositions of Media Richness Theory, while
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deviations from this pattern, such as reliance on email in contexts where face-to-face
communication would have been more effective, highlighted the practical constraints and
organizational norms emphasized by Situational Crisis Communication Theory.
Similarly, the frequency with which leaders reported considering employee perceptions
in channel selection provided initial quantitative support for the importance of emotional
intelligence and relational awareness in communication effectiveness.

The methodological significance of the quantitative analysis lies in its ability to
highlight not only what leaders say they do, but also the patterns that emerge when their
reported practices are systematically compared across different contexts. Although
limited by sample size and distributional imbalances, the analysis offers a credible
empirical snapshot of leadership communication behavior, one that complements and
enriches the more nuanced insights obtained in the qualitative phase. By combining
descriptive breadth with interpretive depth, the quantitative strand demonstrates the
utility of exploratory statistical techniques in advancing the field of leadership
communication research.

3.9.2 Qualitative Data Analysis

The qualitative component of the study was based on semi-structured interviews
with 15 purposively selected participants drawn from the initial survey sample. This
purposive selection ensured that participants represented a range of leadership positions
and organizational contexts, allowing the analysis to capture diverse perspectives on
communication practices. All interviews were audio-recorded with participant consent
and transcribed verbatim, which safeguarded accuracy, preserved nuance, and reinforced
the integrity of the dataset.

An inductive thematic analysis approach was employed to analyze the interview

material, enabling patterns and themes to emerge organically from participants’ accounts
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rather than being imposed a priori. This method was well-suited to the study’s aim of
uncovering the reasoning, emotional considerations, and contextual factors that shaped
leaders’ decisions when delivering bad news. The analysis followed the widely
recognized six-phase process outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006): familiarization with
the data, initial coding, theme development, theme review, theme definition, and final
reporting.

The coding process unfolded in multiple stages. Initial open coding identified key
statements, recurrent phrases, and significant reflections relating to participants’ lived
experiences of delivering difficult messages. These first-order codes captured a range of
phenomena, from justifications for channel choice to expressions of emotional burden
and reflections on employee reactions. Codes were then clustered into broader categories
that reflected thematic dimensions aligned with the study’s theoretical framework. For
example, issues relating to communication channel selection were situated within Media
Richness Theory, while decision-making under varying levels of message severity was
interpreted through the lens of Situational Crisis Communication Theory. Themes
relating to empathy, transparency, and emotional sensitivity were analyzed using
Emotional Intelligence Theory, while those involving trust-building, individualized
consideration, and employee empowerment were contextualized within Transformational
Leadership Theory.

To enhance the trustworthiness of the thematic analysis, transcripts were reviewed
iteratively, with coding decisions refined through repeated engagement with the data.
Reliability was further reinforced through inter-coder validation: selected transcripts and
codebooks were peer-reviewed during a debriefing process, reducing subjectivity and

ensuring consistency in thematic categorization. Reflexive memos were also maintained
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throughout the analysis to document coding decisions and analytical reflections, thereby
increasing transparency in the interpretive process.

The integration of quantitative and qualitative data facilitated methodological
triangulation, strengthening both the validity and depth of the findings. Quantitative
results provided empirical evidence of broad patterns, such as the frequency of face-to-
face communication for high-severity messages, while qualitative narratives explained
why these patterns occurred. For instance, statistical trends showing that leaders favored
face-to-face interactions for severe issues were illuminated by interview accounts
emphasizing the importance of non-verbal cues, empathy, and trust when delivering
layoffs or demotions. Similarly, survey findings that convenience and organizational
culture influenced channel choice were contextualized by qualitative insights into the
pressures of time constraints, hierarchical norms, and digital work environments.

This integrated approach allowed for a more holistic interpretation of leadership
communication. Quantitative data offered generalizability and clarity, while qualitative
analysis provided nuance, emotional depth, and context-specific detail. Together, the two
strands created a richer and more comprehensive account of leadership behavior than
either could have achieved in isolation.

Ultimately, the combination of statistical patterns and narrative accounts
generated actionable insights into leadership communication practices. The findings
revealed not only what leaders did when delivering bad news, but also why they made
these choices and how employees were likely to perceive them. This fusion of breadth
and depth ensured that the study contributed both to academic theory and to practical
applications, offering evidence-based recommendations for leadership development,

organizational training, and communication policy in diverse workplace settings.
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In terms of sampling, the inclusion of 15 participants was not arbitrary but
reflected principles of qualitative sufficiency and thematic saturation. By selecting
leaders across a spectrum of organizational contexts, corporate enterprises, educational
institutions, public agencies, and nonprofit organizations, the study captured diversity in
experiences while also ensuring that data collection continued until no substantially new
insights were emerging. This process of saturation strengthened the credibility of the
thematic findings and confirmed that the core categories identified were representative of
broader leadership practices.

The decision to employ thematic analysis, rather than alternative qualitative
methods such as grounded theory or interpretative phenomenological analysis, was
deliberate. Thematic analysis allowed for a flexible yet rigorous approach that could
accommodate both theory-driven codes (deductive) and emergent insights from the data
(inductive). This dual orientation made it possible to align the findings with established
frameworks like Media Richness Theory and Emotional Intelligence while still allowing
participants’ narratives to reveal unexpected patterns. Thematic analysis was therefore
the most suitable method for bridging conceptual models with real-world leadership
practices.

A key strength of the analysis was the richness of the codes and themes that
emerged. For example, initial coding captured leaders’ justifications for channel selection
(e.g., “T'used email because it was fastest™), expressions of emotional burden (e.g., “I lost
sleep the night before telling them”), and reflections on employee reactions (e.g., “They
felt betrayed because they expected a personal conversation”). These first-order codes
were then grouped into higher-order categories such as strategic alignment, emotional
regulation, and relational trust. From these categories, major themes emerged: the

importance of channel richness in severe contexts, the mediating role of empathy and
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emotional intelligence, and the influence of organizational culture on communication
norms.

Saturation of themes was observed by the twelfth interview, with subsequent
interviews reinforcing rather than expanding the thematic landscape. This consistency
provided confidence that the analysis had adequately captured the diversity of
perspectives within the sample. At the same time, nuanced variations within themes, such
as differences between public and private sector leaders in their reliance on formalized
communication policies, added contextual depth to the findings.

The qualitative strand also provided significant explanatory power to complement
the quantitative results. While survey data revealed patterns such as the high prevalence
of face-to-face communication in severe contexts, qualitative accounts illuminated why
leaders made these choices. Leaders consistently emphasized the relational value of eye
contact, body language, and personal presence when delivering layoffs or demotions.
Similarly, the survey finding that convenience influenced channel selection was
unpacked through leaders’ stories of time pressure, digital dependence, and
organizational precedent. These insights demonstrated that communication is not only
strategic but also constrained by practical and emotional realities.

By contextualizing statistical patterns within leaders’ lived experiences, the
qualitative analysis enriched both the theoretical and practical contributions of the study.
It advanced academic debates by illustrating how constructs like channel richness,
message severity, and emotional intelligence play out in practice, while also generating
practical insights into how leaders can improve their communication practices. Taken
together, the qualitative strand transformed abstract theoretical propositions into concrete

narratives, grounding the research in the lived reality of organizational leadership.

72



This analysis reinforced the study’s central argument: that leadership
communication of bad news is a multidimensional process shaped by strategy, emotion,
context, and relational dynamics. The qualitative findings highlight that effective
communication is not simply a matter of choosing the “right” channel but of aligning
intent, delivery, and empathy in ways that respect employees’ needs while meeting
organizational demands.

3.10 Research Design Limitations

While the research adds useful information on how to communicate unpleasant
news with employees, some areas remain challenging. Each of these restrictions design,
data collection, sample quality and context issues may reduce the usability and
meaningfulness of the findings produced by the study. Key part of the study depended on
people’s own reports in surveys. Surveys allow for a wide variety of voices, yet what
people remember and their desire to please the survey create possible inaccuracies. Some
participants might have given answers showing good practices rather than what they
actually do when talking about empathy or emotional intelligence. As a result of this bias,
the number of employees choosing what to communicate based on ease of use or
disregarding employee views, might appear greater than it really is. Future work could
add value by comparing different data sources, for example, by including observations,
interviews or what employees report about their leaders.

Also, the survey included closed-ended questions, though some extra qualitative
information was also collected. Although a few participants responded in detail, their
comments were too few for a good qualitative study. For these reasons, the organizational
setting, the distribution of power and earlier experiences with workers were not examined
deeply. Though these factors probably affect ways people communicate and their views

about the company, the survey format did not allow for deeper study.
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A further issue is the limited variety and amount of data in the samples. Although
101 responses were gathered in the study, they may not cover all the different
experiences leaders have in different industries, countries and sized organizations.
Therefore, the results are influenced by the situations of the leaders and might not be
readily useful elsewhere. As demographic details about the participants’ industries, years
of experience or hierarchy were not examined, interesting new perspectives could have
arisen. Treating bad news could be very different for senior executives than it is for mid-
level managers at smaller organizations.

The findings are further limited by the absence of employee views. This analysis
centered entirely on what leaders believe about themselves and what actions they take. To
find out, we must consider reactions to the communication and a strategy is effective only
if the recipient’s experience is also positive. Since employee opinions were not included,
there is uncertainty over whether the communication tactics used really did the job.
Adding employee input to future research would improve how genuine and useful the
results are and give a fuller picture of how communication functions.

In addition to these issues, several broader methodological and contextual
limitations should be acknowledged. First, the reliance on self-reported data introduces
the potential for social desirability bias and recall bias, as participants may
unintentionally overstate the frequency of good practices such as empathy and
transparency while underreporting less favorable behaviors. Although steps were taken to
encourage candid responses through assurances of confidentiality and anonymity, the
inherent limitations of self-reporting remain. Future studies could address this by
triangulating leader self-reports with employee perspectives, third-party observations, or
organizational communication records, thereby creating a more balanced and accurate

understanding of leadership practices.
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Second, while semi-structured interviews enriched the study with narrative depth,
the relatively small number of participants (n = 15) means that the qualitative findings
should be interpreted as exploratory rather than definitive. Interviews captured diverse
organizational perspectives, yet they may not fully represent variations in leadership
communication across different industries, cultural settings, or organizational hierarchies.
In particular, leadership communication in small entrepreneurial firms may differ
substantially from practices in large multinational corporations, where formalized
policies and HR protocols play a stronger role. Cross-industry and cross-cultural
comparative studies would be valuable in exploring these differences further.

Third, the study design did not explicitly examine how organizational power
structures, prior leader—employee relationships, or cultural norms shape communication
outcomes. These contextual factors likely play a decisive role in how bad news is
received, but the survey and interview instruments were not designed to measure them in
detail. Future research could incorporate multi-level modeling that accounts for
organizational structure, leadership tenure, and cultural variables, thereby offering a more
comprehensive account of how context interacts with communication strategies.

Another limitation concerns the absence of longitudinal data. Communication is
not a one-time act but an ongoing process that influences trust and employee engagement
over time. Because this study relied on cross-sectional data, it cannot fully capture how
perceptions of leadership communication evolve in the weeks or months following the
delivery of bad news. A longitudinal design would allow researchers to track changes in
trust, morale, and commitment, offering insights into the sustainability of different
communication strategies.

Finally, theoretical limitations should also be acknowledged. While the

integration of Media Richness Theory, Situational Crisis Communication Theory,
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Emotional Intelligence, and Transformational Leadership provided a strong conceptual
foundation, these frameworks do not exhaust all possible explanatory perspectives. For
instance, theories of organizational justice, psychological safety, or sensemaking could
add further depth to the analysis of how employees interpret and react to difficult news.
Incorporating additional perspectives in future work would strengthen the multi-
theoretical model developed here and allow for greater theoretical refinement.

Taken together, these limitations suggest caution in generalizing the findings
beyond the sample and context of this study. At the same time, they open rich avenues for
future research. By including employee voices, expanding across industries and cultures,
employing longitudinal methods, and integrating additional theoretical frameworks,
future studies can build on the foundation established here. In doing so, research can
move toward a more comprehensive and balanced understanding of how leaders
communicate bad news, ensuring that findings are not only academically robust but also
practically relevant for diverse organizational contexts.

3.11 Conclusion

This chapter provided a comprehensive overview of the research methodology
employed to investigate leadership communication strategies in the context of delivering
bad news within organizational settings. A sequential mixed-methods design was
implemented, integrating both quantitative and qualitative approaches to capture the full
complexity of leaders’ decision-making processes, emotional considerations, and
strategic channel selections. The study’s research design was carefully aligned with its
theoretical framework, incorporating principles from Media Richness Theory, Situational
Crisis Communication Theory, Emotional Intelligence, and Transformational Leadership

to guide data collection and analysis.
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The chapter detailed how participants were selected through purposive sampling
from a broad range of industries, leadership levels, and organizational sectors, ensuring a
diverse and information-rich sample. The two-phase data collection process combined
structured online surveys with in-depth semi-structured interviews, enabling both breadth
and depth in capturing leadership behaviors. Quantitative data were analyzed through
descriptive statistics, cross-tabulations, and contingency analysis to explore relationships
between message severity, communication channels, and decision-making rationales. The
qualitative data, analyzed through inductive thematic coding, offered rich narratives that
illuminated the emotional, relational, and organizational factors underlying leaders’
communication practices.

By triangulating both data sources, the methodology provided robust empirical
evidence while simultaneously capturing the nuanced realities of leadership
communication in real-world contexts. This integrated approach strengthened the
validity, credibility, and practical applicability of the study’s findings, enabling a
comprehensive understanding of how leaders navigate the complex task of delivering bad
news in ways that balance organizational objectives with employee well-being.

The subsequent chapter will present the key empirical findings derived from both the
quantitative and qualitative analyses, highlighting the patterns, relationships, and

leadership strategies identified through this research process.
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CHAPTER IV: RESULTS
4.1 Types of Information Leaders Classified as Bad News

There were 200 total responses collected for this objective, each related to a
different type of bad news that leaders had let their teams know about prior. These
questions formed two sections of the survey which represented severe instances of bad
news and less severe instances where bad news was relayed. Sever instances of bad news
referred to communicating failed performance evaluations, demotions, suspensions etc.
While less severe referred to denial of related and non-related work requests or critism
ore rework of assignment submitted.

When results were combined, the most relayed news by far was “Failed
Performance Evaluations,” with 57 responses or 28.5%. In addition, 38 participants
answered, selecting “Rework or Criticism of Assignments,” making up 19.0%. Twenty-
seven (13.5%) of the survey responses fell into the “Below Average Performance”
category.

Another form of bad news was “Denial of Non-Work Related Requests,”
receiving 18 (9.0%) responses, as did “Denial of Work-Related Requests,” receiving 17
(8.5%) responses. A further 8.5% of the comments mentioned “Lay-offs” (17 entries) and
“Suspensions” appeared in the comments 13 times, equating to 6.5% of the total. 10 out
of the 200 participants (5.0%) said they had experienced “demotions.” A minimal number
of respondents (1.5%) chose “Other,” to mention items that did not fit into the listed
categories.

According to the findings, leaders said that delivering messages about failed
evaluations, rework and underperformance was the most regular type of bad news they

had to give. On the other hand, although layofts, demotions and suspensions were
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reported less frequently, they had great importance for the organization as seen below in

Figure 1.

Types of Information Classified as Bad News
Number of Responses

Other (please specify) m 3
Lay-offs n—— 17
Demotion | 10
Suspension IS 13
Denial of Non-Work Related Requests s 18
Denial of Work-Related Requests s 17
Below Average Performance I 27
Failed Performance Evaluations I 57
Rework of assignment / criticism of work... IS 33

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Figure 1: Types of information classified as bad news number of responses
4.2 Communication Channels Used and Reasons for Selection
Communication Channels Used

Figure 2 shows a clear pattern of preferences: out of a total of 101 recorded
decisions on communication channels, face-to-face conversation accounts for 46
responses, or approximately 45.5% of all cases. This means that in-person interaction is
not only the most common choice but also the single most dominant form of delivering
difficult messages. Its advantage is so pronounced that the number of face-to-face
selections is higher even than the combined total of two “leaner” synchronous and
asynchronous channels, telephone and email (46 compared to 41). This indicates that in
critical, emotionally charged situations, leaders still instinctively turn to the richest
medium. At the same time, the overall “digital” choices (email, telephone, video, and

“other”’) make up slightly more than half of all responses (about 54.5%), showing that

79



hybrid and remote work practices are firmly embedded, but they have not displaced the
role of direct personal encounters when it comes to bad news.

Within the distribution of “leaner” channels, the balance is nearly equal: email has
21 responses (=20.8%), and telephone has 20 (=19.8%). This balance suggests
differentiated use: email is likely chosen when documentation and carefully crafted
wording are needed, while telephone is preferred when speed matters but visual cues are
not essential. Video conferencing accounts for 13 responses (<12.9%) and occupies a
specific niche: although it represents a “richer” digital channel, its frequency is about
three and a half times lower than face-to-face communication. This implies that when
available, in-person interaction remains the gold standard for difficult conversations,
while video serves as the closest substitute in remote or hybrid teams, rich enough to
convey tone and non-verbal cues, but still chosen far less often than physical presence.
The “other” category, with just one response (<1%), is practically negligible, showing
that alternative or unconventional channels have little relevance in these situations.

Viewed through the lens of Media Richness Theory, the relationship between
message severity and channel selection in this dataset appears intuitively consistent:
nearly half of all cases involve the richest channel, while “medium” (telephone) and
“lean” (email) channels are allocated to less sensitive content or situations requiring
speed and record-keeping. At the same time, the fact that digital channels collectively
slightly outnumber face-to-face encounters suggests that organizations operate with a
portfolio of channels: leaders pragmatically combine immediacy and emotional support
(in-person/video) with efficiency and formality (telephone/email). An important
methodological note is that the chart presents the “number of responses,” not necessarily

the number of participants, which indicates that leaders may have used multiple channels
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depending on context, further evidence that communication decisions are situational
rather than guided by a single universal formula.

Taken together, the data depict an organizational reality where, despite digital
transformation, trust and a sense of fairness in moments of bad news are still most
effectively built through direct personal contact. Digital channels are not secondary; they
are necessary complements, telephone and email are almost equal in frequency and serve
different functions, while video offers a compromise between closeness and distance. The
practical implication is clear: leaders should begin by asking, “How serious is the
message, and what are the emotional needs of the employee?” and only then select the
channel that can best carry that weight, ideally face-to-face, or, when that is not possible,
video as a rich alternative, supplemented with written documentation for clarity and

consistency.

Communication Channels Number of
Responses

OTHER (PLEASE SPECIFY)

VIDEO CONFERENCE

TELEPHONE

EMAIL / WRITTEN COMMUNICATION

FACE-TO-FACE CONVERSATION

0 10 20 30 40 50

Figure 2: Communication channels number of responses

Reason for Channel Selection

81



Figure 3 provides useful insight into why leaders chose particular communication
channels when delivering bad news. The largest segment, at 41%, indicates that most
leaders justified their choice by saying the channel was “most appropriate” for the
situation. This suggests a deliberate, context-sensitive approach where leaders evaluated
the seriousness of the message, the audience, and the likely emotional response before
making their decision. It reflects awareness of the importance of aligning channel

richness with message severity, as predicted by Media Richness Theory.

However, the second largest group, 27%, reported that their decision was
influenced by what “suited the work culture.” This highlights how organizational norms
and expectations shape communication behavior, sometimes even more than personal
judgment. Leaders working in formal, hierarchical environments may feel compelled to
follow top-down or written channels, while those in participatory cultures may be more
open to dialogue-oriented, face-to-face interactions. This finding reinforces the idea that

leadership communication is embedded within broader cultural and institutional contexts.

A notable 22% of leaders admitted that they selected channels based on what was
“most convenient.” This raises important implications, as convenience-driven choices
may not always align with the severity of the message or the emotional needs of
employees. The finding points to a gap between theoretical ideals and real-world
practice: while leaders may recognize the value of appropriateness, competing pressures
such as time, workload, or personal comfort lead some to prioritize efficiency over

empathy.
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Interestingly, 7% acknowledged that they “did not give it much thought,”
essentially treating channel selection as a routine rather than a strategic choice. This
reinforces concerns raised in the literature (O’Neill & Kelley, 2021; Othman & Yusoff,
2020) that communication decisions are often made instinctively or out of habit rather
than through intentional planning. While this percentage is relatively small, it still
suggests that in some organizations, communication practices may lack the deliberate

alignment needed for sensitive situations.

Finally, only 3% fell into the “other” category, showing that most leaders framed
their decisions within the standard reasons provided. The very small proportion also
indicates that unlisted factors (e.g., technological limitations, leader personality, or
employee preference) played a marginal role compared to cultural norms, convenience,

or appropriateness.

Altogether, the chart illustrates a tension between strategic and pragmatic
approaches to leadership communication. On the one hand, a majority of leaders frame
their choices as situationally appropriate, but nearly half of the sample openly link their
decisions to convenience, cultural norms, or lack of forethought. This underlines the
importance of organizational training and protocols that encourage leaders to consistently
prioritize appropriateness and employee needs over habit or efficiency. By
institutionalizing reflective practices and clear guidelines, organizations can reduce

variability in how bad news is delivered and ensure that channel choices are not left to
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chance or convenience but are consistently aligned with message severity and

organizational values.

Reason for Channel Choice

Most Appropriate
H It Suited the Work Culture
B Most Convenient
H Did Not Give It Much

Thought

M Other (please specify)

Figure 3: A pie-chart showing reason for channel choice
4.3 Influence of Severity on Channel Choice

Objective number three set out to understand if perception of how bad the news is
influenced the leaders’ chosen methods of communication. A total of 101 participants
gave feedback about the severity level of each news story. Out of these, a majority of
responses rater the news as extremely negative to relay to the employee, with 44 (43.6%)
placed in this category. Next, two out of every ten respondents (27.7%) said they rated
the information as very negative messages to relay. These groups made up more than
70% of replies which means a lot of leaders gave out highly sensitive or important
information.

According to our analysis, 23 study participants (22.8%) noted that the news was
somewhat negative, showing a significant amount of bad information for recipients.

Rated as slightly negative messages were reported by only 4 participants (4.0%) and 2
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participants (2.0%) said their message had nothing negative in it. The results indicated
that the bulk of negative news messages concerned topics that had serious emotional or
career effects on the people receiving them.

A consistent pattern showed up when leaders were requested to connect the
severity of their news to the most suitable channels. For severe problems like layoffs,
suspensions or demotions, managers most often chose to meet with employees in person
or use video conferencing. Messages about performance or refusals to fulfill minor
requests were generally handled through email or telephone, suggesting that managers

choose email or the phone for less important issues as seen below in Figure 4.

Influence of Severity on Channel Choice

7N

No Negative Impact = Slightly Negative = Moderately Negative
= Very Negative = Extremely Negative
Figure 4: Influence of Severity on Channel Choice
Most Used Channel by High Severity (Very Negative)
Figure 5 illustrates how leaders selected communication channels depending on
the severity of the bad news being conveyed. Although the data is limited, an important

pattern emerges: channels were not concentrated exclusively in the “high” severity
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category but rather distributed across all three levels, with “medium” severity showing
the highest frequency of use.

For messages categorized as high severity (such as layoffs, demotions, or
suspensions), leaders indicated the use of channels only once in the dataset. While this
reflects fewer data points, it suggests that in practice, leaders may face fewer such
extreme situations, or that they reserve the richest, most personal channels (face-to-face
or video) for these rare but impactful occasions. This aligns with Media Richness Theory,
which argues that severe or emotionally charged news requires richer, synchronous
communication that allows for empathy and immediate feedback.

Similarly, for low severity situations (e.g., minor performance critiques or routine
denials), leaders again reported one instance of preferred channel use. This indicates that
leaner communication forms such as email or telephone are often sufficient when the
stakes are low and when clarity rather than emotional sensitivity is prioritized.

Interestingly, the medium severity category showed the highest frequency, with
two recorded uses of channels. This may reflect the fact that “moderately negative” news
1s more common in everyday organizational life than either very high-stakes or trivial
communications. Situations such as budget adjustments, project delays, or departmental
reassignments fall into this category and occur with greater regularity. For these, leaders
appear to alternate between richer and leaner channels depending on context, balancing
the need for efficiency with the expectation of some interpersonal care.

Taken together, the chart highlights that the severity of bad news is directly linked
to the perceived suitability of the channel chosen. High-severity issues prompt leaders to
prioritize interpersonal communication, while low-severity issues can be handled with
leaner methods. Medium severity stands out as the most frequent category where leaders

exercise judgment, suggesting it is precisely in these cases that leadership communication
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strategies are most variable and most revealing of individual style, organizational culture,
or situational constraints.

This distribution also reinforces the idea that leaders do not approach
communication in a rigid or formulaic way. Instead, they adjust their strategies to the
level of severity and context, sometimes blending empathy with efficiency. The findings
underscore the importance of training leaders not only to recognize message severity but
also to align it consistently with channel richness, ensuring that employees perceive

communications as both appropriate and respectful..

Most Used Channel by High Severity (> Very

Negative)
2,5
2
1,5
1
0,5
0
High Low Medium

Figure 5: Most used channel by high severity (> Very Negative)

4.4 Leadership Strategies and Positive Perception

The fourth objective analyzed how leaders communicated bad news and if they
were aware of how employees might feel about the information provided. Of the 101
responses received, 81.2% of leaders said they kept in mind how the message would be

seen by the employee when deciding how to deliver their message. Most participants
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indicated that they had some kind of strategy before giving bad news, as only 18.8%
responded “No” when asked about it. After having the conversation, 94.1% continued to
believe they chose the most suitable channel, but only 5.9% had any second thoughts
about it. Leaders appeared to have a strong belief in the strategies they chose, at the time
of the review.

Alongside the numerical data, the qualitative feedback from open-ended
comments provided clear examples of practices that helped build a good reputation for
communication. Several iterations pointed out that clear and timely messages kept their
customers’ trust intact. Several participants pointed out that having sincere conversations
about bad news often helped reduce the impact of such news. It was pointed out by
several people that private and courteous areas should be used, especially for major
issues, so employees are treated with respect and feel no discomfort. All of this suggested
that leaders aimed to manage how employees felt when delivering challenging updates
and largely built their strategies around honesty, empathy and timing in the workplace as

seen in Figure 6.

Leadership Strategies and Positive
Perception

Yes \[e}

B Did you consider employee perception when choosing the channel?

B Do you believe the chosen channel was best in hindsight?
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Figure 6: Leadership strategies and positive perception
4.5 Evidence-based best practices for communicating bad news

The fifth objective focused on finding best practises backed by research for
communicating bad news within organisations. Collected findings about bad news,
communication, reasons for certain channels, what makes certain channels preferred and
how leaders respond were analysed to find best practises. Based on the data review, a
foundation of practical suggestions was made from the derived leadership behaviours.
Most often, when something sensitive was communicated such as someone losing their
job, being demoted or put on suspension, the leaders chose to talk to the team face-to-
face or through a video meeting. With this method, leaders were able to notice how
people felt and provide help right away.

Leaders also agreed that the way an employee feels about a channel plays an
important role which means many are willing to adapt their methods based on employee
preferences, not just on what’s easiest for them to use. Similarly, leaders who had
considered their choices in communication mostly said they were confident with the
groups and channels they selected. The third point made clear that providing a clear
explanation for why something is discussed poorly matters when working with negative
messages. Leaders usually added extra comments and gave advice to help everyone see
why particular choices were made.

It was also found that delivering bad news was largely guided by leaders’
emotional intelligence. Many of the respondents stated that having received training or
guidance in strategic communication from their organisations made dealing with tough
conversations easier. The final point of the findings was that recording the
communication methods used would help to judge their effectiveness and feed into future

activities. Those who remembered what was helpful in communication were better able
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to make improvements over the years. As a result, these patterns helped to identify
important practises that effective leaders depend on when sharing tough messages at
work.

4.6 Summary of Findings

This study explored how leaders in organizations deliver bad news and how the
strategies and channels they employ influence employee perceptions and organizational
outcomes. The findings revealed that leaders most frequently defined bad news as
information connected to failed performance evaluations, the need for reworking
assignments, and below-average employee performance. Although less frequently
mentioned, issues such as layoffs, suspensions, and demotions carried much stronger
emotional weight for both leaders and employees, confirming that bad news is not limited
to large-scale organizational crises but also emerges in everyday supervisory interactions
that shape workplace dynamics.

In terms of communication channels, face-to-face delivery emerged as the most
common and preferred method, as it was perceived to allow for empathy, encouragement,
and immediate responsiveness to employee reactions. Digital channels, such as email,
were more often used in situations regarded as less sensitive or when speed and formal
documentation were necessary. Telephone and video conferencing also played important
roles, particularly in hybrid and remote work contexts, reflecting the realities of modern
workplaces. The severity of the message had a decisive influence on channel selection,
with serious matters such as layoffs or restructuring almost always being communicated
in person or through video meetings, while less serious updates like denied requests or
routine critiques were more often conveyed through written or electronic media. While
this pattern largely corresponded with the assumptions of Media Richness Theory,

qualitative insights revealed that leaders sometimes chose less suitable channels out of
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habit or convenience, leading to occasional mismatches between the gravity of the
message and the communication method used.

The findings also emphasized that how bad news is communicated is just as
important as what is communicated. Leaders who displayed transparency, emotional
intelligence, and active listening consistently encountered more positive employee
reactions, while strategies grounded in empathy, kindness, and clarity helped preserve
trust and reduce resistance. Transformational approaches, such as providing
individualized attention and reframing difficult situations as opportunities for growth,
proved especially effective in strengthening employee resilience and encouraging
acceptance of difficult decisions.

Another best practice identified in the study was the combination of verbal
communication with subsequent written documentation, which allowed leaders to provide
emotional support in the moment while also ensuring clarity and reference for employees
afterward. The analysis further highlighted the importance of aligning communication
channels with message severity, offering timely explanations for decisions, and creating
opportunities for dialogue rather than relying solely on one-way communication. These
practices helped leaders maintain credibility and foster psychological safety during times
of unavoidable change and uncertainty.

The study provided strong evidence that leadership communication strategies
significantly shape employee responses to bad news. While face-to-face communication
remains the most trusted and effective method for delivering sensitive messages, the
choice of channel must be reinforced by empathetic and transparent strategies. When
message severity, communication channel, and leadership behavior are aligned,

organizations can mitigate the negative impact of bad news, preserve trust, and sustain
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employee engagement, thereby strengthening resilience and long-term organizational
effectiveness.
4.7 Conclusion

In conclusion, the results of this study emphasize that leadership communication
during the delivery of bad news represents a highly sensitive and multifaceted process
that extends beyond simple information transfer. Leaders are required to simultaneously
manage the complexity of organizational realities, employee emotions, and long-term
trust dynamics. The data revealed that leaders most frequently faced performance-related
conversations, such as failed evaluations, assignment rework, and underperformance
issues, indicating that bad news is not limited to critical decisions like layoffs or
demotions but frequently manifests in ongoing performance management responsibilities.
This finding highlights the necessity for leaders to continually exercise refined
communication competencies, even in routine supervisory tasks that carry emotional
weight for employees.

The severity of the message played a clear and consistent role in guiding the
selection of communication channels. Leaders overwhelmingly favored face-to-face
interactions for highly sensitive and personally impactful situations, recognizing that
these settings allowed for immediate emotional support, non-verbal cues, and
opportunities to address employee concerns directly. Where in-person meetings were not
feasible, video conferencing emerged as the next preferred option, reflecting an effort to
preserve relational proximity in a digital era. Conversely, less severe matters were more
often communicated through email or telephone, suggesting a deliberate calibration of
channel richness in alignment with message complexity and emotional stakes.

Importantly, the leaders' approach to delivering bad news was shaped not only by

the content of the message but also by their consideration of how employees might
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perceive and emotionally process the communication. The overwhelming majority of
participants reported that they actively reflected on employee reactions when selecting
communication channels and formulating their delivery strategy. Leaders who displayed
emotional intelligence, demonstrating empathy, timing sensitivity, and a capacity to
anticipate emotional responses, were more likely to express confidence in the
appropriateness and effectiveness of their chosen approaches, even in retrospect.

Additionally, leaders reported that adopting a respectful tone, providing clear
rationale behind decisions, and offering actionable guidance contributed to more
constructive employee responses. Such behaviors align closely with the principles of
transformational leadership, where individualized consideration, transparency, and
authentic engagement strengthen employee trust even during periods of adverse
organizational change.

The integration of both quantitative and qualitative data further underscored that
effective communication of bad news requires a combination of structural planning and
human-centered leadership. Leaders who treated these conversations as opportunities to
preserve dignity, clarify expectations, and demonstrate organizational care succeeded not
only in limiting immediate employee distress but also in fostering a longer-term sense of
fairness, organizational justice, and psychological safety.

Overall, these findings confirm that delivering bad news is not solely a procedural
task but a strategic leadership function that directly influences employee engagement,
organizational culture, and resilience. The results offer practical guidance for leadership
development programs, emphasizing that communication strategies must be intentionally
tailored to the severity of the message, the relational context, and the emotional readiness

of recipients. By mastering these communication dynamics, leaders can help their
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organizations navigate difficult moments with professionalism, compassion, and

sustained trust.
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CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION

5.1 Discussion of Findings

This study looked at the ways organizational leaders deliver bad news, focusing
on the types of information shared, the channels used, the reasons behind these selections
and how the severity of the news affects the communication process. It was discovered
that problems with evaluations, redoing work and being criticized were the most common
types of bad news. Whenever the message was particularly important, face-to-face
communication was used most often. Low-priority problems were usually handled
mainly by email and telephone. Some selected the way they communicated according to
what their company culture supports, yet a number of leaders acknowledged that speed
and comfort were the main criteria. More than half of those surveyed stated that they
considered the employee’s reaction and now feel the technique used was the right
approach. Leaders also mentioned that transparency, being caring and mindful of timing
help ease the negative side of communication. Using these patterns, best practices were
picked out that focus on direct communication about critical situations, decision-making
that centers around the employee and the smart use of emotional intelligence. These
discoveries give helpful advice about how leaders can guide sensitive conversations and
improve how they talk to those they lead.
5.2 Understanding What Constitutes Bad News

The research’s first goal was to find out which kinds of information leaders saw
as “bad news.” The most common examples were unsuccessful performance evaluations,
negative comments or instructions for rework of task and poor feedback on work
submitted. The outcomes point out that most organizational settings face bad news more
about performance than about staff being disciplined or fired. It was clear from the data

that layoffs, suspensions or demotions rarely appeared in comparison to other problems.
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This means that while delivering harsh organizational messages is sometimes part of a
leader’s job, they spend more time managing employee performance (Rainey, 2024). This
viewpoint means that leaders do not need to wait for extreme situations to share bad
news. Therefore, leaders should develop skills for giving dependable, helpful comments
that do not lower team spirit or levels of involvement.

5.3 Communication Channels and Their Selection

What stood out in the results for Objective two were clear patterns in how leaders
communicated tough messages. Participants reported that they mainly communicated
face-to-face and then used email, telephone and video conferencing. This learning style is
closest to communication theories, as it allows for all kinds of verbal and non-verbal cues
during dialogue in real time.

Even though leaders mostly chose face-to-face communication, they recognized
that different things influenced which way they would deliver their messages. The vast
majority of respondents reported they chose what they believed was proper for their
environment or would best fit the company’s culture. Certain leaders, though,
acknowledged choosing what to use by simply finding something easy or quick to access.
This way of working highlights the tension between what strategies call for and the
practical limits of operations. This finding aligns with Kaneko (2025), Park et al. (2019),
and Shams Vala et al. (2022) findings on effective communication channels of
organizatons. It means that, while many leaders understand the need for different
approaches, real-world situations such as short time, remote work or a company’s
expectations can determine their actions.

This means that communication skills should be part of every leadership

development program. When leaders decide how to communicate without advanced
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planning, employees may notice and it may negatively influence how everyone in the
organization feels.
5.4 Severity as a Determinant of Communication Strategy

Objective 3 concentrated on assessing the effect of message seriousness on the
selection of a communication channel. It was found that higher-priority notifications led
to more use of close, immediate video and in-person communications. When people saw
negative news, they became less likely to rely on email or telephone. It shows that leaders
are more sensitive to emotions, so many try to display empathy, be with workers and
support them when breaking bad news. The way some issues need more attention through
richer forms of communication is a clear example of using emotional intelligence in
leadership (Braun et al., 2019; Bui, 2019). Managers naturally took into account how
news might upset people which provided an added sense of respect and consideration in
every situation. As a result, we understand that leaders must also care about emotions,
perceptions and relationships during their communication.
5.5 Leadership Considerations and Retrospective Evaluation

The researcher learned in this objective that most leaders took into account the
possibilities of their message being misunderstood, rejected or ignored by the other
person. Overall, most of the respondents felt on reflection that they had selected the ideal
strategy. Since these results highlight the purposeful way leaders are using
communication, we find them promising. Following this level of mindfulness help
leaders find ways to use their experience to boost the effectiveness of future actions as
reported by Bastari et al. (2020), Ewing et al. (2019), and Heavey et al. (2020).

Open-ended questions helped leaders explain the qualities that made their
communication effective. Many speakers pointed out that it’s important to be clear,

prompt, concerned and kind when passing along upsetting news. The ideas here are
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similar to those stated in organizational psychology and leadership communication
studies. They observe that a new trend at the top includes looking for leaders who are
emotionally intelligent and attentive to others.

5.6 Emerging Best Practices

Objective 5 guided the researcher to pull out evidence-based best practices by
combining the study’s findings. Part of this was dealing with major issues through face-
to-face or video calls, thinking about how employees see communication, being clear and
kind in sharing rationale, training leaders in communication and emotional intelligence
and noting decisions for future learning.

They are practical, use data and are shown by both figures and feedback from
users. Leaders use values as a starting point for making leadership training and
communication policies. Importantly, respondents suggest that, in leadership, building
trust, respect and protecting psychological safety matter as much as the messages

themselves delivered.
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CHAPTER VI: SUMMARY, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
6.1 Summary

This study closely examined leaders’ approaches to delivering bad news, an area
of organizational communication that, despite its practical importance, has received
limited systematic attention in the existing literature. By employing a mixed-methods
approach, the research was able to uncover both quantitative patterns and qualitative
insights regarding how leaders choose communication channels, what strategies they
adopt, and the reasoning behind those decisions. The study further highlighted the
psychological and cultural factors influencing these practices, showing how the severity
of the message, the organizational context, and the leader’s interpersonal skills converge
to shape employee perceptions and organizational outcomes.

Findings from this study reinforce long-standing theoretical perspectives,
particularly the enduring relevance of face-to-face communication. Despite the
proliferation of digital platforms and the widespread adoption of hybrid and remote work
models, face-to-face interaction remains the most trusted and effective medium for
delivering bad news. Leaders consistently emphasized that personal communication
allows for empathy, emotional nuance, and immediate feedback, all of which are
essential in high-severity situations such as layoffs, demotions, or restructuring. These
results align with the predictions of Media Richness Theory (Daft & Lengel, 1986) and
more recent empirical research (Rainey, 2024; Springer et al., 2021), reaffirming the
principle that richer communication channels are most appropriate when messages carry
emotional weight and risk of misunderstanding.

At the same time, the study revealed that digital communication channels have
become deeply integrated into organizational practice, particularly for less severe

messages or for documenting decisions. While these channels provide efficiency and
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convenience, their limitations underscore the importance of leaders carefully calibrating
their use. Misalignment between message severity and channel selection was shown to
undermine the empathetic value of communication, leading employees to perceive
leaders as detached or insensitive. This confirms observations by Braun et al. (2019) and
Volk and Zerfass (2020) that leaders must go beyond efficiency and consider employee
expectations, organizational culture, and the relational context when making
communication choices.

A further significant insight was the central role of emotional intelligence and
transformational leadership behaviors in mitigating the negative effects of bad news.
Leaders who demonstrated transparency, active listening, empathy, and individualized
consideration were consistently perceived more positively, even when the message itself
was unwelcome. This suggests that effective communication is not simply a matter of
selecting the right channel but also of adopting strategies that acknowledge employees’
emotions and reinforce trust. These findings echo Goleman’s framework of emotional
intelligence (1995, as cited in Jnr & Dzogbewu, 2021) and Khattak et al. (2020) on
transformational leadership, both of which emphasize that leadership effectiveness
depends as much on relational and emotional skills as on structural or strategic choices.

The study also highlighted practical best practices that can inform leadership
development and organizational policy. For example, combining verbal delivery of bad
news with subsequent written documentation was found to be particularly effective,
allowing leaders to provide immediate emotional support while ensuring long-term
clarity. Similarly, approaches grounded in kindness, clarity, and transparency were shown
to strengthen perceptions of fairness and minimize resistance. These findings point to the

need for organizations to integrate communication training into leadership development
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programs, emphasizing that delivering negative news is not merely a task to be completed
but a process requiring strategic alignment between empathy, context, and message.

Taken together, this study’s contributions extend both theoretical and practical
understanding of leadership communication. By integrating insights from Media
Richness Theory, Situational Crisis Communication Theory, Emotional Intelligence, and
Transformational Leadership, the research offers a comprehensive framework for
analyzing how leaders communicate bad news in modern organizational contexts. Its
focus on real-life scenarios and evidence-based practices ensures that the findings are not
only academically relevant but also directly applicable to leadership training,
organizational policies, and workplace culture. Ultimately, the study underscores that
effective delivery of bad news requires leaders to align message, method, and emotional
intelligence in ways that preserve trust, protect morale, and sustain organizational
resilience.
6.2 Implications

As aresult of this study, several critical lessons emerge for leaders, organizational
communication systems, and the overall workplace experiences of employees. Because
communication is fundamental to motivating staff, building trust, and enabling high
performance, understanding how and why leaders communicate bad news provides a
pathway for improving both team dynamics and organizational outcomes. The findings
suggest that leadership communication is not simply about transmitting information but
about managing relationships, emotions, and expectations in ways that preserve trust and
engagement even in adverse circumstances.

One of the strongest implications of this study is that the severity of the
information being communicated must directly inform the choice of communication

channel. The analysis demonstrated a clear link between message gravity and the
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preference for richer, more intimate forms of communication, such as face-to-face
meetings or live video conferencing. This reinforces long-standing theoretical models,
including Media Richness Theory (Daft & Lengel, 1986), while also echoing recent
scholarship which emphasizes that high-severity messages demand channels capable of
conveying empathy, emotional nuance, and immediate feedback (Antonio, 2023;
Chatman et al., 2020; Coombs, 2022). By contrast, reliance on lean channels such as
email for delivering serious or emotionally charged messages risks damaging credibility,
diminishing empathy, and heightening negative employee reactions.

The findings therefore underscore the importance of maintaining human
connection during difficult organizational moments. Leaders who engage in direct,
personal interaction are better positioned to read emotional cues, respond to employee
concerns, and frame solutions constructively. In doing so, they not only convey
information but also demonstrate care and responsibility, which can soften the emotional
impact of bad news and reduce resistance. These insights point to a critical implication
for leadership development: organizations need to invest in training programs that equip
leaders with the skills to deliver difficult messages effectively, combining technical
communication competence with emotional intelligence and relational awareness.

Moreover, the findings carry significant implications for organizations operating
in remote or hybrid work environments. The increasing reliance on digital platforms
means that leaders may be tempted to default to convenience-driven communication
choices. Yet this study highlights that remote settings require even greater intentionality
in channel selection, ensuring that technology does not erode the interpersonal quality of
sensitive conversations. Organizations should therefore provide guidance, resources, and
support systems that help leaders adapt communication strategies to digital contexts

without losing the human dimension of leadershipFurther analysis found that leaders who
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take into account how employees might view a particular channel feel, in retrospect, that
they picked the most effective form of communication. It makes sense to bring emotional
intelligence into leadership training packages. Leaders should be taught knowledge about
communication technology and how emotional and psychological factors work into their
messages. Any leadership teaching should include classes on self-awareness, empathy
and perspective-taking, helping leaders see how much their actions and words matter in
sensitive matters (Darics, 2020; Gessesse et al., 2023; Kaye, 2023; Kitz et al., 2023).

Another important result of this study is the recognition that effective leadership
requires strategic planning of communication, particularly when delivering bad news.
While most leaders indicated that they selected communication channels based on what
appeared to be most appropriate for the situation, a notable proportion admitted that their
choices were often shaped by convenience or habit. This discrepancy between leaders’
stated intentions and their actual practices highlights the gap between conceptual ideals
and organizational realities. It further illustrates how easily efficiency and routine can
overshadow the need for thoughtful, context-sensitive communication, especially in high-
stakes scenarios where employee perceptions and trust are on the line.

This finding aligns with observations by O’Neill and Kelley (2021) and Othman
and Yusoft (2020), who both emphasized that leadership communication often suffers
from a lack of strategic forethought. Their work shows that while leaders may
acknowledge the importance of empathetic and situationally appropriate communication,
many still default to channels and strategies dictated by organizational norms, personal
comfort, or time pressures. Such tendencies can undermine not only the effectiveness of
the message but also the credibility of the leader and the overall quality of leader—

employee relationships.

103



To address this gap, leaders should be encouraged, and organizationally
supported, to plan communication decisions more deliberately, ensuring that delivery
methods align with both the severity of the message and the expectations of employees.
One practical implication is the integration of structured communication protocols, such
as checklists or decision frameworks, into performance management and human resource
systems.

By institutionalizing such tools, organizations can promote consistency, fairness,
and professionalism in how difficult messages are delivered. Moreover, standardized
communication practices can help reduce the variability caused by individual leader
habits, ensuring that employees across departments and levels experience difficult
conversations with a baseline of empathy, clarity, and respect.

In this way, strategic planning transforms the delivery of bad news from an ad hoc
leadership task into a systematic organizational practice. Not only does this safeguard
employees from inconsistent or poorly managed communication, but it also reinforces
organizational culture by signaling that leaders value transparency, fairness, and
accountability. Over time, such practices nurture stronger trust, sustain morale, and
cultivate resilient organizations that are better prepared to navigate uncertainty with
confidence.

Equally important, the findings underscore the value of leaders adopting open,
prompt, and respectful responses when engaging in two-way dialogue. Providing space
for open-ended questions and answering them sincerely enhances the perception of
leadership as caring and attentive. This approach is not only ethically sound but also
strategically beneficial, as research shows it strengthens trust, reduces work-related
anxiety, and improves employee retention during challenging periods (Antonio, 2023;

Heavey et al., 2020). When employees recognize that honest conversations are the norm
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and that their concerns will be taken seriously, organizations are better able to absorb
difficulties without allowing them to escalate into disengagement or loss of commitment.
Such practices foster psychological safety, enabling staff to adapt and recover more
quickly when confronted with organizational hardships.

Another significant implication of the findings is the importance of integrating
reflective practices into organizational communication processes. Many leaders reported
that they often recognized better alternatives for delivering bad news only in hindsight,
once they had observed the outcomes of their initial approach. This suggests that
deliberate reflection is a critical tool for strengthening communication competence over
time. Structured opportunities such as debrief meetings following announcements or
feedback sessions after difficult conversations can provide leaders with a chance to
analyze their decisions, identify errors, and refine their strategies. Moreover, creating
formal mechanisms for sharing these reflections, whether through peer learning groups,
leadership forums, or HR-facilitated workshops, ensures that individual lessons are
translated into collective organizational knowledge.

By embedding reflective practice into communication routines, organizations
create a cycle of continuous improvement that enhances leadership effectiveness and
institutional learning. This not only helps individual leaders grow in confidence and skill
but also allows organizations to build a repository of best practices for handling sensitive
communication. Ultimately, such an approach ensures that the delivery of bad news is not
only more consistent and empathetic but also increasingly effective across the entire
organization.

6.3 Recommendations for Future Research
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Based on the study’s findings, several key recommendations are proposed to
strengthen leadership communication strategies when delivering bad news. A primary
recommendation is that moderately to highly severe topics should, whenever possible, be
communicated face-to-face or through video conferencing. Richer channels provide
leaders with the ability to convey empathy, offer clarity, and demonstrate genuine care,
which are particularly important when employee morale and trust are at risk. Training
programs should therefore emphasize the relationship between message severity and
channel selection, equipping leaders with the ability to evaluate communication contexts
and align delivery methods appropriately.

Leadership development initiatives must also integrate technical communication
skills with emotional and social competencies. Empathy, clarity, respect, and active
listening should be cultivated alongside strategic planning skills, ensuring that leaders are
prepared to manage not only the informational content of bad news but also its emotional
impact. Encouraging leaders to consider employee perspectives before selecting
communication channels can help prevent the tendency to default to convenience or
habit. To support this, organizations should develop clear communication protocols or
structured decision-making frameworks that guide leaders in evaluating message severity,
contextual factors, and employee expectations.

Another recommendation is the institutionalization of reflective practices
following difficult conversations or major announcements. Leaders often realize, in
hindsight, that alternative strategies may have been more effective. Structured reflection,

through debrief sessions, leadership peer groups, or facilitated HR workshops, can help
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transform these experiences into actionable learning. Organizations should also
systematize the documentation of communication strategies, creating repositories of best
practices that capture both successes and lessons learned. Over time, these knowledge
resources can inform leadership development programs, onboarding practices, and crisis
management protocols.

By implementing these recommendations, organizations can build communication
cultures that are both compassionate and strategic. Leaders will be better prepared to
balance efficiency with empathy, ensuring that even in times of difficulty, employees feel
respected, informed, and supported. This alignment between leadership intent,
communication methods, and employee expectations not only minimizes the harm caused
by adverse news but also strengthens trust, engagement, and organizational resilience.

Further research is needed to study leadership communication strategies during
bad news within various kinds of organizations, for example, healthcare, education and
public administration. Different sectors can run into communicative issues and expect
different types of cultural behavior, affecting how they decide on a channel and launch
their strategy. In addition, including employee feedback would allow future studies to
compare how those in charge communicate with how those employees experience it, for a
better idea of both outcomes and effects on the team’s emotions.

Researchers are also starting to look at how ongoing bad news communication
affects employees over a long period. More research could be conducted to see how
gender, culture and a person's approach to leadership play a role in dealing with tough

messages. Besides, using things like digital analytics or observations may let us see real-
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time communication behaviors more clearly than information reported by participants.
By running experiments with several communication training methods, researchers can
see if emotional intelligence and strategic messaging programs work. Moving ahead,
future research can look into whether artificial intelligence and automation affect how
bad news is shared and if using these tools benefits or harms the use of compassionate

communication by leaders in tech industries.

6.4 Conclusion

This study set out to examine how leaders manage the complex task of delivering
bad news in organizational settings, focusing on the nature of the information conveyed,
the communication channels selected, the reasons for those choices, and the strategies
leaders employ to maintain trust and credibility. By adopting a sequential mixed-methods
design, the research was able to move beyond surface-level description and generate both
broad statistical patterns and rich qualitative insights that illuminate the lived realities of
leadership communication in contemporary workplaces. The integration of quantitative
and qualitative findings provided a nuanced account of not only what leaders do when
faced with the challenge of delivering bad news but also why they make these choices
and how such decisions are interpreted by employees.

With respect to the first objective, the study demonstrated that leaders most often
classified bad news as performance-related feedback, such as failed evaluations and
assignment rework, which represent common but often demoralizing aspects of
organizational life. Less frequent but more consequential issues, layoffs, demotions, or
suspensions, were found to carry heightened emotional and organizational weight. These
findings highlight the subjective and context-dependent nature of bad news: the same

message may be perceived as routine in one sector yet deeply unsettling in another,
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underscoring the importance of understanding both content and context in leadership
communication.

The analysis of communication channels, aligned with the second and third
objectives, revealed a clear preference for face-to-face communication in high-severity
contexts, confirming decades of theoretical and empirical work on the richness of
interpersonal communication (Daft & Lengel, 1986; Springer et al., 2021). Video
conferencing was recognized as a viable alternative in hybrid and remote settings, though
it was rarely perceived as equal in impact to in-person encounters. Leaner channels such
as email and telephone, while useful for routine or low-severity issues, were shown to
lack the emotional nuance required for sensitive conversations. This confirms the central
tenets of Media Richness Theory while also revealing practical gaps: leaders do not
always apply theory-driven logic, and at times default to convenience or habit,
highlighting the need for greater intentionality in communication planning.

A further key contribution of this research lies in its confirmation of the
importance of empathy, transparency, and emotional intelligence in shaping positive
employee perceptions. Leaders who demonstrated sensitivity to employee emotions,
acknowledged concerns, and communicated with clarity were consistently rated more
positively, even when the content of the message was unfavorable. Transformational
leadership behaviors, such as providing individualized consideration and reframing
difficult situations as opportunities for growth, emerged as powerful tools for maintaining
morale and strengthening trust. These insights affirm that effective communication
extends far beyond channel selection: it rests equally on interpersonal skills, emotional

awareness, and the alignment of leadership intent with employee expectations.
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In addressing the fifth research objective, the study identified several best
practices that can guide organizations in institutionalizing effective communication.
These included matching channel richness with message severity, ensuring clarity and
transparency in delivery, and adopting an empathetic and respectful approach. The
research also emphasized the importance of reflective practices, such as debriefing and
post-communication evaluations, which allow leaders to refine their strategies over time.
By embedding such practices into human resource systems and leadership development
programs, organizations can transform the delivery of bad news from an improvised task
into a strategic and relational process that balances organizational demands with
employee well-being.

Taken together, these findings advance both theory and practice. On a theoretical
level, the study integrates insights from Media Richness Theory, Situational Crisis
Communication Theory, Emotional Intelligence, and Transformational Leadership into a
comprehensive framework for analyzing how leaders deliver bad news. This framework
demonstrates that effective communication cannot be understood through a single lens
but requires a multi-theoretical perspective that accounts for message severity, channel
richness, leader attributes, and employee perceptions. On a practical level, the study
provides actionable guidance for organizations, stressing the need to equip leaders with
both technical competencies in communication planning and relational skills that
emphasize empathy, transparency, and respect.

The study also opens several avenues for future research. While the findings
provide strong evidence for general patterns, further comparative research is needed to
explore how definitions and perceptions of bad news vary across industries, cultures, and
leadership levels. Longitudinal studies could examine how communication strategies

evolve over time in response to shifting workplace norms, particularly in the wake of
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digital transformation and hybrid work models. In addition, cross-cultural research could
deepen understanding of how cultural norms and institutional hierarchies shape
expectations for communication, extending the generalizability of this study’s
conclusions.

Ultimately, the research demonstrates that while bad news is an inevitable part of
organizational life, its impact can be managed constructively through intentional,
empathetic, and strategically aligned communication. Leaders who approach difficult
conversations with foresight, emotional intelligence, and a commitment to transparency
not only mitigate harm but also strengthen trust, resilience, and engagement within their
organizations. In this sense, the study reinforces the enduring lesson that leadership is not
defined solely by decision-making but equally by how decisions are communicated, and
that even the most challenging messages, when delivered with care and clarity, can
become opportunities to reinforce credibility and foster long-term organizational
sustainability.

Beyond its immediate contributions, this study also highlights the enduring
complexity of leadership communication in organizational life. While decisions about
structure, performance, and resources are central to management, the findings reinforce
that the legitimacy of those decisions is inseparable from how they are communicated. In
contexts of uncertainty, employees often evaluate the fairness of organizational practices
not solely on outcomes but on the transparency, empathy, and clarity with which
decisions are conveyed. Thus, communication becomes not merely a vehicle for
information transfer but a crucial determinant of organizational justice, trust, and culture.

Another significant contribution of this research is its methodological design. By
employing a sequential mixed-methods approach, the study demonstrates the value of

combining large-scale quantitative evidence with in-depth qualitative narratives. The
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quantitative data establish generalizable patterns of channel use, strategy, and perception,
while the qualitative findings illuminate the emotional and relational dynamics that
underlie these patterns. This dual perspective enriches understanding in ways that single-
method studies cannot achieve and provides a model for future organizational research
seeking to balance breadth with depth.

The implications of the findings extend across industries. In corporate sectors,
where layoffs and restructuring are frequent, the results underscore the importance of
leader presence and relational sensitivity in mitigating the reputational damage of adverse
decisions. In education and the public sector, where trust and shared mission are critical,
the findings illustrate how misaligned communication can erode morale and engagement,
while empathetic and transparent approaches strengthen professional commitment. In
healthcare and frontline services, where employee well-being directly influences quality
of care, the study highlights the urgent need for leaders to combine clarity with emotional
intelligence in order to sustain resilience under pressure. By addressing such diverse
contexts, the research contributes not only to the theory of leadership communication but
also to its practical adaptation across multiple domains of work.

Equally important are the societal implications of the study. In an era
characterized by heightened uncertainty, whether from economic instability, digital
disruption, or global crises, the ways in which leaders communicate with their employees
reflect broader values of responsibility, accountability, and respect. Organizations that
institutionalize compassionate communication practices are better positioned not only to
navigate internal challenges but also to demonstrate integrity and credibility in their
external stakeholder relationships. Thus, the lessons of this study extend beyond
organizational boundaries, contributing to broader discussions about ethical leadership,

sustainable governance, and social trust.
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The research also makes an important contribution to leadership development. By
identifying concrete practices, such as aligning channel richness with message severity,
providing transparent rationales, engaging in active listening, and framing adverse
situations in constructive terms, the study provides actionable insights for leadership
training programs. These findings can be embedded into organizational learning
curricula, mentorship frameworks, and HR policies, ensuring that future generations of
leaders are not only technically skilled but also relationally and ethically competent in
managing communication challenges.

Finally, this study underscores the need for ongoing reflection and adaptability in
leadership communication. As organizations continue to evolve under the pressures of
globalization, technological innovation, and shifting employee expectations,
communication practices must be continuously reassessed. The ability to deliver bad
news effectively will remain a defining test of leadership competence, one that requires
not only strategic foresight but also humility, emotional awareness, and cultural
sensitivity. In this regard, the research emphasizes that the most effective leaders are
those who recognize communication as a dynamic process, one that must adapt to
context, evolve over time, and remain anchored in respect for the people most affected by
organizational decisions.

In conclusion, the study contributes to a deeper recognition that while bad news is
an unavoidable aspect of organizational life, it need not be destructive. When managed
with intentionality, transparency, and empathy, even the most difficult messages can
become opportunities to affirm organizational values, reinforce credibility, and cultivate
resilience. The findings therefore affirm a central tenet of leadership: that decision-
making and communication are inseparable, and that true leadership is revealed not only

in what choices are made, but in how those choices are shared with others.
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Appendix A:
Informed Consent for Interview

Delivering Bad News: Analysis of Leadership Communication
Strategies and Channel Selection

L agree to be interviewed for the research which
will conducted by, .......ccooiiiiiii a Doctor of Business
Administration Student at the Swiss School of Business and Management, Geneva,

Switzerland.

I agree to participate in this research study by answering any questions presented verbally
by recorded interview or via survey questionnaire. I understand my participation is

completely voluntary and I commit to answering the questions to the best of my ability.

This research study has been fully explained to me, and I understand that I have the
choice to stop my participation in this study at any time as I see fit. I understand that all
interview materials will be kept confidential and the results of this study may be

published in any form that the researcher sees fit.

I agree that any information obtained will be used according to the needs of the

researcher and the completion of this study.

SIGNATURE OF INTERVIEWEE DATE
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APPENDIX B:

INTERVIEW GUIDE

The following questions are broken down into two sections, ranging from minor to major
information that would impact an employee negatively in some way when
communicated.

1. What is your last name?

*2.What is your age?(Required.)

© 181030

© 31040

© 411050

© 51 and older

*3.What is your gender?(Required.)

“ Female

© Male

*4.Which of the following best describes the principal industry of your
organization?(Required.)

*5.What is your Leadership Level?(Required.)

© Supervisor

© Manager

“ Director or Higher

*6.How long have you been in a leadership role?(Required.)

© 1-5 Years

© 6-10 Years

© 1115 Years

© 16+ Years
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Section 1: Rank the following examples/scenarios in question 7 that would impact an
employee negatively from a scale of “No negative impact” to “Extremely negative"
*7.

Rework of assignment or criticism of work submitted

Communicating below average performance

Denial work-related request

Denial of non-work related/personal requests

(Required.)

© No Negative Impact

© Slightly Negative

© Moderately Negative

O Very Negative

© Extremely Negative

*8.Which example or scenario listed in question 7 are you faced with communicating to

your team most frequently?(Required.)

© Rework of assignment or criticism of work submitted

© Below average performance

© Denial work-related requests

© Denial of non-work related requests

© Other (please specify)

*9.As a Leader, which communication channel do you use to communicate to your
employee when these kinds of examples/scenarios listed in question 8 occur?(Required.)
© Email / Written Communication

© Telephone

© Face-to-face conversation
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© Video Conference
© Other (please specify)
*10.Based on question 9, why did you choose that channel to communicate?(Required.)

© Most convenient

© Most appropriate

“ Did not give it much thought

© It suited the work culture

© Other (please specify)

*11.Did you consider how the employee would perceive that information when selecting
that channel to communicate this information?(Required.)

© Yes

“ No

12.If not, why was consideration of how the information would be perceived through this
channel not a factor in your channel choice?

*13.Do you believe that the chosen communication channel was the best option in
hindsight (now time has passed)?(Required.)

© Yes

“ No

14.1f not, why? What would you change if you had the opportunity to make this decision
again?

Section 2: Rank the following examples or scenarios in question 15 that would impact an
employee negatively from a scale of “No negative impact” to “Extremely negative"

*15.

Suspension

Demotion
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Failed Performance Evaluation
Lay-offs

(Required.)

© No Negative Impact

© Slightly Negative

© Moderately Negative

© Very Negative

© Extremely Negative

*16.Which example or scenario listed in question 15 are you faced with communicating

to your team most frequently?(Required.)

O Suspension

“ Demotion

© Failed Performance Evaluations

© Lay-offs

© Other (please specify)

*17.As a Leader, which communication channel do you use to communicate to your

employee when these kinds of examples/scenarios listed in question 16 occur?(Required.)

“ Email / Written Communication

© Telephone

© Face-to-face conversation

© Video Conference

© Other (please specify)
*18.Based on question 17, why did you choose that channel to communicate?(Required.)

© Most convenient

© Most appropriate
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© Did not give it much thought

© It suited the work culture

© Other (please specify)

*19.Did you consider how the employee would perceive that information when selecting
that channel to communicate this information?(Required.)

© Yes

“ No

20.If not, why was there no consideration towards how your channel choice would be a
factor in how the message would be perceived by the employee?

*21.Do you believe that the chosen communication channel was the best option in
hindsight (now time has passed)?(Required.)

© Yes

“ No

22.1f not, why? What would you change if you had the opportunity to make this decision

again?
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