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Introduction 
1.1. Background and Context of the study 

Although the majority of Generation Z is still in the state of higher education or in 

school, studies from the year 2021 reveal that the generation already accounts for ap-

proximately 9.5% of the working population in Germany (Lehmann, 2021). However, 

these numbers will change dramatically in the upcoming years, as more or less the 

entire "Boomer" generation, which currently accounts for 23.5 percent of the working 

population in Germany, will retire within the next 10 years. In addition, Generation X, 

which currently represents 36%, and therefore the largest part of the working popula-

tion, will begin to disappear from the labor market ten years from now (Lehmann, 

2021). Moreover, Germany still faces a shortage of skilled workers. This shortage is 

exacerbated by the fact that the absolute size of the active working population will be 

declining in the upcoming years due to common demographic changes like “a shrink-

ing and aging population” (Breidenbach et al., 2019).   

Nevertheless, these figures alone are not the sole reason why organizations need to 

strengthen their focus on recruiting and retaining employees from Generation Z to en-

sure their future viability in the upcoming years. Furthermore, grievances are already 

prevalent in the labor market: Studies reveal that 48% of 18-29-year-olds are consid-

ering quitting their jobs (XING, 2023). In addition to low pay and high levels of stress, 

27% indicated the leadership style of their leaders and managers is one of the reasons 

why they consider leaving the company (XING, 2023). Another development that 

could also be observed in social media is the concept of quiet quitting, which for in-

stance gained considerable momentum in 2022. The term describes the inner resigna-

tion from work and in conclusion, doing only the bare minimum. People who are in a 

quiet quitting stage most often do not see the purpose of their work (Harter, 2023). 

However, this raises the question, of what leadership skills is Generation Z looking for 

in their leaders and what can leaders do to attract and retain Generation Z. Thus, the 

concept of Conscious Leadership might offer one possible method to solve this gap in 

competencies.  

Conscious leadership is one of the four tenets or principles of conscious capitalism 

introduced by John Mackey and Rajendra Sisodia in their book “Conscious Capital-

ism: Liberating the Heroic Spirit of Business” in 2013 (Sisodia & Mackey, 2013). Ac-

cording to Rajendra Sisodia (2009), who was decisive in shaping the concept of con-

scious capitalism, conscious leadership is closely intertwined with service-oriented 
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leadership (Sisodia, 2009). Moreover, conscious leaders are motivated by the organi-

zation's higher purpose and aim to pass this on to their employees (Sisodia & Mackey, 

2013).  

 

1.2. Research questions and objectives 

The forecasts of future workforce proportions, as well as the current deplorable trends 

reflected in the significant proportion of 18-29-year-olds considering quitting their 

jobs due to a lack of satisfaction with their current leaders, argues in favor of immedi-

ate action from organizations to attract and retain generation Z to ensure viability and 

competitiveness in the future labor market. A possible approach might be integrating 

more conscious leadership practices to appeal to the needs of generation Z toward their 

leaders. Nevertheless, there has been a lack of research linking the conscious leader-

ship concept and the needs and demands of generation Z. Thus, the purpose of this 

study is to elucidate whether conscious leadership is an appropriate leadership style to 

manage generation Z and which elements of conscious leadership can be adapted to 

meet the expectations of the generation. Thus, the objective of this research is to iden-

tify desired characteristics that generation Z is seeking in their (future) leaders and to 

analyze whether these characteristics are in line with the inherent values of a conscious 

leader. Consequently, the following research question is posed. What leadership char-

acteristics do generation Z desire from their (future) leaders and is conscious leader-

ship a suitable approach to lead generation Z?  

 

1.3. Outline of the paper 

The research paper is structured as follows. The next chapter defines and explains the 

most important theoretical frameworks to establish a common understanding of the 

theoretical foundations used. Thus, a definition of generation Z will be given, and the 

most striking characteristics of the generation will be highlighted drawing on previous 

research. In the next step, previous research on Gen Z´s perception of leadership char-

acteristics will be presented. Secondly, a working definition of the term "conscious 

leadership" will be developed. Therefore, different approaches used in academia and 

in the popular literature will be analyzed, and the key characteristics of a conscious 

leader will be highlighted.  

The research design is based on a qualitative empirical approach. To collect the data a 

qualitative street survey will be conducted using a semi-structured interview guideline. 

Next, a content analysis based on Mayring’s approach is used to access and analyze 
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the data and to place them in the broader context of previous research. Finally, the 

relevance of the results will be discussed regarding further research, findings, and pos-

sible implications for the practice. 

 

2. Theoretical part 

In this chapter, a common understanding of the theoretical framework is developed. 

Furthermore, the key concepts are defined and put into the context of the study.  

 

2.1. Definition and characteristics of Gen Z 

There is no uniform definition of the term "generation Z". However, before discussing 

and elaborating on the different approaches used to describe the term generation Z, it 

is important to first clarify the term "generation". According to McCrindle and Wolf-

inger (2010), a generation is a group of individuals born in the same period of time 

and thus shaped by common political, social, economic, and technical constraints 

(McCrindle & Wolfinger, 2010). Generation Z includes those individuals who follow 

generation Y. Hence, according to Zemke et al. (2000) these include all individuals 

born between 1995 and 2010 (cited by Bencsik et al., 2016). Other authors like Dimock 

(2019), however, claim that those born from 1997 to 2012 constitute generation Z 

(Dimock, 2019). Another approach used by Turner (2015) defines generation Z as 

those born between 1993 and 2005 (Turner, 2015). 

However, throughout this paper, Zemke's approach, which was taken up by Bencsik et 

al. (2016) has been followed. Consequently, individuals born between 1995 and 2010 

are considered to be members of generation Z (Bencsik et al., 2016). In addition to the 

time span defining generation Z, a number of characteristics exist which are distinct 

and specific to generation Z through their composition. Numerous scholars examined 

these distinct character traits associated with the so-called digital affine generation. 

First of all, their tech savviness and their comprehensive understanding and use of the 

latest technology is empathized by several scholars (Nieżurawska, 2023). 

Also, scholars have found that generation Z is perceived as a self-confident, multitask-

ing (Nieżurawska, 2023), and entrepreneurial generation (Drenik & VandeBoom, 

2022). In addition, a study in the US conducted with members of individuals born 

between 1997 and 2012, revealed that the members of Gen Z, in general, enjoyed a 

higher education (Fry & Parker, 2018). 
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To get a more sophisticated understanding of what shaped the generation and serves 

as the underlying assumptions in forming them in their beliefs and values one must 

consider the events and environment the generation grew up in. These include growing 

up in a stable and safe environment, the omnipresence of social media and 

smartphones, and the events of social justice movements (Schroth, 2019). 

Nevertheless, generation Z is also characterized by certain job-related traits. Some au-

thors for example claim that generation Z would rather work in groups and in open 

and shared offices than in isolation (Iorgulescu, 2016). However, other scholars argue 

that Gen Z tends to reject working in teams (Nieżurawska, 2023). Besides, studies 

indicate that the generation has a strong need for professional development and also 

demands their managers to fulfill these expectations (Iorgulescu, 2016). Moreover, the 

generation is driven by intrinsic motivation (Mahmoud et al., 2020) which is also re-

flected in the fact that they often develop their careers based on their desires and val-

ues, detached from the norms of society (Bencsik et al., 2016). This implies that in-

trinsic motivations are important for the generation and should be considered in lead-

ership practices. Fernandez et al. (2023) claim, that generation Z prioritizes transpar-

ency associated with gratification and recognition (Fernandez et al., 2023). Finally, 

generation Z requires safety and security which according to Iorgulescu is also re-

flected in their demand for safe and secure jobs as well as a decent salary (Iorgulescu, 

2016).  

Consequently, the specific traits mentioned lead to the question of what generation Z 

expects from their leaders and working environment. In the following, previous studies 

and articles will be evaluated regarding this question. Additionally, already existing 

approaches to lead Gen Z will be highlighted.  

 

2.2. Previous research on Gen Z's perceptions of leadership styles 

In the following section, previous findings of academic research dealing with the topic 

of GenZ’s perception of leadership styles and practices will be presented. 

According to a study conducted by Ozkan and Solmaz (2015) generation Z is in need 

of managers who are listening to their ideas (Ozkan & Solmaz, 2015). Besides, 

Iorgulescu (2016) confirmed in their study Gen Z´s need for ongoing development and 

self-optimization (Iorgulescu, 2016). 

Since Gen Z is the first Generation that has 24/7 access to online media and infor-

mation they are perceived to be confronted with a lack of control and uncertainty 
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regarding the future. Therefore, it is even more important for this generation to have 

an open communication policy to build trust (Fernandez et al., 2023). Along with the 

desire for open communication arises the need for setting clear objectives and provid-

ing disclosure of performance metrics (Fernandez et al., 2023). Moreover, the employ-

ees of generation Z expect their employers to deliver the following capabilities. Gen-

eration Z emphasizes the importance of mental health and requires this awareness from 

their employers as well. In addition, managers and employers are expected to demon-

strate ethical business practices. Finally, they want leaders who advocate and embrace 

diversity and inclusion (O’Boyle, 2021). 

Bennet et al. highlight the importance of companies adapting their organizational cul-

ture to meet the demands of future generations. Thereby they refer to changing patterns 

of work and life emerging in multigenerational workforces (Bennett et al., 2012). 

Consequently, the question of whether the introduction of conscious leadership ap-

proaches is able to appeal to the needs of the generation arises. Thus, the concept of 

conscious leadership will be defined in the next chapter and the key characteristics of 

a conscious leader will be highlighted. 

 

2.3. Definition and Characteristics of conscious leadership 

Despite the tremendous opportunity that the conscious leadership approach offers, so 

far very few scholars have conducted empirical research in this field. This leads to the 

fact that there is almost only “popular-” and “practitioner” literature” dealing with 

characteristics of conscious leadership (Fry & Egel, 2021). Consequently, in addition 

to a limited number of journal articles, popular literature will be used in the following 

to define and elaborate on the concept of conscious leadership.   

Fry and Egel (2021) describe conscious leadership as a kind of overarching entity used 

to encapsulate a variety of leadership concepts aiming to contribute to a better world, 

such as responsible leadership, moral leadership, and sustainable leadership (Fry & 

Egel, 2021). 

 

Although John Mackey et al. (2020) emphasize the fact that the characteristics of a 

conscious leader can differ significantly, they were able to outline nine characteristics 

defining a conscious leader based on practical observations. According to Mackey et 

al. (2020) a conscious leader is driven by purpose (Mackey et al., 2020). This percep-

tion also goes along with the perception of Chapman et al. (2015). The authors not 
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only refer to the purpose of the organization but also point out that the leaders first 

need to define their purpose themselves to be able to demonstrate the purpose of the 

organization (Chapman et al., 2015). Also, Mackey et al. (2020) stresses the fact that 

conscious leaders strive to promote and encourage the development of other people 

(Mackey et al., 2020). In addition, conscious leaders shall demonstrate a high level of 

integrity (Mackey et al., 2020). Thus, by acting decently and adhering to high stand-

ards, conscious leaders earn the trust of their employees. This is also in line with the 

view of Champan et al. (2015) referring in their book to the presence of integrity in 

commitment six, “Practicing Integrity”. Besides, they specify 4 pillars of integrity. The 

first pillar is related to taking on responsibility, the second pillar refers to being au-

thentic, the third pillar is called “feeling through completion” and the fourth pillar is 

defined as “having impeccable agreements” (Chapman et al., 2015). Furthermore, the 

authors claim that conscious leaders aim to create win-win-win solutions (Mackey et 

al., 2020). Chapman et al. (2015) described this approach as the act of creating a “win 

for all solution” (Chapman et al., 2015). According to Mackey et al. (2020) a conscious 

leader creates inspiring cultures around them and stimulates and encourages creativity, 

innovation, and open exchange within the company. Besides, they plan for the long 

term and focus on the consequences of their decisions (Mackey et al., 2020). In addi-

tion, conscious leaders are concerned about the development of their subordinates and 

function as a facilitator and promoters for their employees (Chapman et al., 2015). 

This is also echoed by Mackey et al. (2020) who claim that the development of their 

team is at the top of the agenda of conscious leaders (Mackey et al., 2020). Next, con-

scious leaders also maintain their physical and mental health and embrace life-long 

learning (Mackey et al., 2020). In addition, Chapman et al. (2015) define further di-

mensions which are according to the authors typical for conscious leaders. They claim 

conscious leaders are taking responsibility, being curious, “feeling feelings”, being 

candid, stopping gossip, generating appreciation, excelling in their zone of genius, liv-

ing a life of play and rest, exploring the opposite, sourcing approval control and secu-

rity, and having enough of everything (Chapman et al., 2015).  
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2.4. Summary of Theory and research question  

The fundamental theoretical literature review revealed the following insights. For the 

purposes of this study, individuals born between 1995 and 2010 are considered as 

members of generation Z (Bencsik et al., 2016). In addition, generation Z is character-

ized by their digital savviness (Nieżurawska, 2023) and in general entrepreneurial ori-

entation (Drenik & VandeBoom, 2022). Besides, they are perceived as having a strong 

need for professional development, safety, and security (Iorgulescu, 2016). Also, they 

prioritize, based on their exposure to the influences of the digital media landscape, 

open communication to build trust (Fernandez et al., 2023). 

In addition, using popular literature, it was also possible to identify the key character-

istics of a conscious leader. To sum it up, several authors aim to define different di-

mensions of a conscious leader. In the context of this research, the nine dimensions of 

Mackey et al. (2020) as well as the “15 Commitments of Conscious Leaders” by Chap-

man et al. (2015) are investigated to define the term “conscious leadership”. In general 

Conscious leaders are driven by purpose, strive to promote and encourage the devel-

opment of other people, act decently and adhere to high standards, aim to create win-

win-win solutions, create inspiring cultures to foster creativity and innovation, plan for 

the long term and focus on the consequences of their decisions, foster the development 

of their team and lastly take care of their own physical and mental health and embrace 

life-long learning (Chapman et al., 2015; Mackey et al., 2020).  

The aim of the study is to determine whether conscious leadership is a suitable ap-

proach to lead generation Z. Hence, in the following, the research question will be 

examined taking into account an appropriate research method. 

Therefore, the demands of generation Z towards their leaders will be identified and 

analyzed by means of a qualitative empirical research design. Subsequently, the dis-

cussion aims to demonstrate to what extent these requirements can be met using the 

conscious leadership approach and highlighting the conscious leadership dimensions 

that are particularly important to address the demands of generation Z towards their 

leaders.   
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3. Methodology  

 

3.1. Research design 

The research design is based on an empirical qualitative approach. Using the insights 

gained in a sequence of concise street interviews, conclusions regarding the research 

question and new insights about the relationship between the expectations of genera-

tion Z and the conscious leadership concept should be established. Empirical research 

in general is used to enhance the development of a theory based on observation or 

investigation of a selected research subject (Gläser & Laudel, 2010).  

 

3.2. Sampling  

To draw a conclusion about the population, which is defined as members of generation 

Z born between 1995 and 2010, a sample group of twelve participants from the respec-

tive age cohort is utilized. The sample includes five male and seven female partici-

pants. Due to the fact that the emphasis was placed on obtaining detailed in-depth 

knowledge regarding characteristics generation Z desires from their leaders, purposive 

sampling was used as the sampling method (McCombes, 2019). The most significant 

inclusion criterion was the identification as a member of generation Z. In addition, the 

ratio of men and women was balanced as far as possible. However, it must be men-

tioned that despite the chosen inclusion criteria, the sampling method is associated 

with certain disadvantages in terms of objectivity and statistical inferences 

(McCombes, 2019). These limitations will be considered in the later discussion. 

As a suitable location to conduct the interviews a vibrant shopping mall and the Eng-

lish garden in Munich were selected. Due to its proximity to a local business school 

and the public university individuals of generation Z are perceived to spend frequent 

time there and consequently are likely to be found. Moreover, Table 1 provides further 

details regarding the age and relevant social and economic contexts of the interview-

ees. For reasons of anonymity, the participants' names have been replaced. 
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Table 1 Social and economic contexts of the interviewees (source: own illustration)  

Num-

ber 

Age Type of degree Current Profession  Gender  

#1  1995 Bachelor’s degree  Senior Digital Media 

Consultant  

Female  

#2 2002 A-levels Temporary employee 

in sales 

Female  

#3 1999 Dual studies (bache-

lor’s degree + work-

ing experience)  

Municipal social work Female  

#4 2000 Master’s degree  Working Student Cor-

porate Communica-

tion 

Female  

#5 1997 Master’s degree  Working student man-

agement consultancy 

Female  

#6 2003 A-levels  Student  Male  

#7 2001 A-levels  Student Female  

#8 1998 Master’s degree  Founder  Male  

#9 1998 Bachelor’s degree  Project manager  Male  

#10 1997 Bachelor’s degree  Real estate broker Male  

#11 1999 Bachelor’s degree  Student  Female  

#12 1997 Bachelor’s degree  Student  Male  

 

3.3. Data collection methods and procedures 

The data were collected by means of street interviews. The aim of these interviews 

was to adopt an expert interview approach, in which generation Z themselves serve as 

experts of their own age cohort. According to the literature, experts are individuals 

possessing certain knowledge and therefore capable of being appointed as experts for 

this specific area or question encompassed by the area of expertise (Gläser & Laudel, 

2010). Due to the increasing popularity of street interviews across social platforms in 

recent times, and their increasing adoption by generation Z in the past years, a new 

approach has been adopted in this study. The street interviews in this study can be 

regarded as a type of face-to-face interview. The advantages of this approach include 

the ability to observe the interviewee's body expression and the facilitation of queries. 

However, it has to be taken into consideration that the presence of the interviewer can 

influence the validity of the data (Pfeiffer, 2019). 
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The interviews took place on April 28 and 29 2023. Therefore a semi-structured inter-

view was used to capture the data. Thus, a preliminarily designed interview guideline 

facilitated the comparability of the questions and at the same time allowed for the con-

sideration of the characteristics of the individual interviewees (Gläser & Laudel, 

2010). By operationalizing the research question, the research question was placed in 

the cultural context of the sample group. Based on this, the research question could be 

translated into an interview question (Gläser & Laudel, 2010; Kaiser, 2014). Thus, 

depending on the current occupation, the question was adjusted accordingly. Inter-

viewees who were currently in permanent employment, including full-time and part-

time jobs as well as student traineeships, were asked the following question: “Is there 

a leader in your professional environment whose leadership style matches your pro-

fessional requirements? Please describe his/her characteristics.”  Interview partici-

pants who declared themselves to be currently not in a permanent employment rela-

tionship were asked the following question: “Please, imagine a person you consider an 

ideal leader. Which characteristics would this person have?” Both questions were de-

signed to provide comparable results in terms of the characteristics of leaders that are 

important for Generation Z.  

The interviews were conducted in German. The aim was to enable the interviewees to 

express themselves in their respective native languages. The interviews were either 

recorded as short videos or audio files. In the next step, they were transcribed, and 

thereby unwieldy vowels or extended pauses have been discarded. 

Finally, the answers were translated into English using artificial intelligence. The use 

of artificial intelligence is intended to maintain objectivity and eliminate subjective 

mistranslation or bias by the researcher. For this purpose, Deepl was used as a utility. 

Both answers, in original German and the corresponding translation, can be extracted 

from Table 2 in the appendix. It should be noted that in the course of translation, the 

word manager is to be equated with the word leader since in both cases it serves as a 

derivative of "Führungskraft". Subsequently, the transcribed and translated answers 

were analyzed using Mayring's qualitative content analysis. 

 

3.4. Data analysis  

Next, the collected data were structured and analyzed using qualitative content analy-

sis. Hence, Mayring's approach of using inductive categories was applied to assess the 

data. Therefore, the categories will be derived directly from the material (Mayring, 

2015). The inductive approach in this study facilitates the derivation of a theoretical 
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framework and practical implications on the basis of the collected data derived from 

the material (Pfeiffer, 2019). Thereby, the 6 steps developed by Mayring which are 

displayed in Figure 1 have been followed.  

 

Figure 1 Process model of inductive category formation (Source, own illustration adapted from 

Mayring, 2015 p. 86) 

 

The first step is to define the scope, the material, and the objective of the analysis based 

on the theory. The scope and underlying assumptions of the analysis can be derived 

from the preliminary theoretical considerations. Hence, the inductive generation of 

categories aims to identify common attributes that generation Z desires from their lead-

ers.  

Next, the material is examined for the first time, and categories are formulated. For 

this purpose, the coding application MAXQDA was chosen. In addition, the abstrac-

tion level of the categories needs to be taken into account as well. Also, new sections 

were either assigned to existing categories or new categories were defined (Mayring, 

2015). A revision of the coding system took place after about 50% of the text. After a 

final review of the data, the results will be presented in the concluding chapter, fol-

lowed by a discussion of the results, in which the results are evaluated and contextu-

alized in the context of the research question by means of theoretical consideration.  

 

 

4. Results: Analysis of the demands of Gen Z on their (future) leaders 

 

Altogether, 16 categories could be derived from the available data. In the following, 

the respective categories and their relevancy will be explained briefly using evidence 

Step 1: Scope, material, objective of the analysis, Theory 

Step 2: Definition of the selection criteria and the level of abstraction 

Step 3: Examination of the material and formulating categories 

Step 4: After 50%, revision of the material 

Step 5: Final Examination of the material 

Step 6: Presentation, Interpreation, Evaluation and Disscusion of the results  
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from the corresponding reference texts. For an overview of the categories and the re-

spective supporting evidence and references, please refer to Table 4 in the appendix. 

 

Good communication skills  

In six of the twelve interviews, the participants highlighted the importance of good 

communication skills as a leadership characteristic, which they consider as important 

(see appendix table 3). Further examination of the results revealed a more precise un-

derstanding of the qualities that generation Z perceives as good communication. Ac-

cordingly, communication at eye level is particularly emphasized among respondents. 

Evidence supporting this argument can be taken from Interview 1, lines 1-2, stating 

"she communicates with me at eye level." (see appendix Interview 1, line 1-2) as well 

as in interview 7 line 1 "communication at eye level"(see appendix interview 7, line 

1), and in interview 10 lines 2 to 3 "a good quality for a leader is definitely to com-

municate at eye level."(see appendix Interview 10, line 2-3) In addition, the partici-

pants expressed a preference for an open communication culture, which can be inferred 

from interview 4 line 7, "there was always this culture of open communication that 

was simply nurtured "(see appendix interview 4, line 7). Furthermore, it was also men-

tioned that regular communication and availability are considered important, which is 

reflected in the following quote: "Regular communication, i.e., where I know that the 

person is always available" (see appendix interview 5, line 4). 

 

Supportive  

Another quality highlighted by the three participants as an important characteristic of 

leaders is supportive behavior (see appendix table 3). Thereby, providing individual 

support of was highlighted as a desire, exemplified by the following quote "I think it's 

individual, and therefore you have to promote the individual, ..." (see appendix inter-

view 8, lines 12-13). Moreover, a candid approach towards dealing with problems was 

highlighted by the following interview passage "...come to her with problems" (see 

appendix interview 2, line 4). 

 

Cooperative  

However, five out of twelve participants stated that they would like to work with a 

leader who demonstrates a more cooperative approach (see appendix table 3). The par-

ticipants' statements in the subsequent interviews express this aspiration. Interviewee 



 15 

1 claims that "you don't have the feeling that she's five steps above you, but it's very 

cooperative" (see appendix interview 1, lines 2-3), thus confirming the statement. In 

addition, the survey emphasized the importance for Generation Z of being involved in 

decision-making processes and being heard by their leaders. Supporting evidence can 

be found in Interview 10, where it is reported that "important for me is that decisions 

are made together in a smaller team so that opinions and suggestions are taken into 

account" (see appendix interview 10, lines 3-5) and interview 12 (see appendix inter-

view 12, lines 2-3). 

 

Empathy  

According to four out of the twelve participants, it is important to them that their lead-

ers have a sense of empathy (see appendix table 3). In Interview 3, two references 

highlighting this character trait have been identified. On the one hand, the respondent 

expressed that "she [the leader] should have empathy and also be able to put herself in 

the other person's situation" (see appendix interview 3, lines 1-2), and on the other 

hand, the interviewee emphasized that "yes, perhaps something that goes a bit hand in 

hand with empathy, that you are a bit compassionate" (see appendix interview 3, lines 

4-6). Further references highlighting empathy as an important characteristic of a leader 

can be found in interviews 5 and 8 (see appendix interview 5, lines 1-2, and interview 

8, lines 1-2). In addition, the interviewee in interview 11 refers to the fact that not only 

empathy towards the employees is important, furthermore, he/she emphasizes that self-

reflection and self-control are crucial to be able to respond appropriately in each situ-

ation (see appendix interview 11, lines 5-11). 

 

Encourages development 

The category "Encourages development" was derived by analyzing interview re-

sponses conducted with 4 out of 12 participants (see appendix table 3). 

The following statement in interview 8 can be taken as evidence for this statement. 

The interviewee is stating that “I think it's important that you yourself have the intrinsic 

motivation to do your job. And if your manager then enables this, it is actually best." 

(see appendix interview 8, lines 4-6) In addition, she/he concludes that "I think you 

have to really see what you want as a person, as an individual, where you want to go, 

and then enable that," (see appendix interview 8, lines 9-11) which also strengthens 

the argument that “Encourages development” is a characteristic that is important to 
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generation Z when it comes to their desires towards their leaders. Another quote that 

validates generation Z's desire for leaders who encourage development is "...he 

[leader] was very interested in the development of his employees and was very com-

mitted to ensuring that we also develop further, ..." (see appendix interview 9, line 3-

5). Furthermore, a participant stated, "what made the management style so good was 

this encouragement that enables you to work very quickly, very independently.” (see 

appendix interview 4, lines 2-4) and thus referring to the fact that Generation Z is not 

only interested in personal development but also in getting support for their profes-

sional development. 

 

Flexibility 

Furthermore, the interview results of 4 interviews revealed that for generation Z, gen-

eral flexibility is an important characteristic with regard to the desired leadership qual-

ities (see appendix table 3). 

Generation Z refers to flexibility primarily in terms of working hours when asked 

about their perception of good leadership attributes. Evidence for this can be taken 

from interviews 6 (see appendix interview 6, line 1), 7 (see appendix interview 7, line 

2), and 10 (see appendix interview 10, lines 5-6). In addition to the understanding of 

flexibility in terms of working hours, the participant in interview 11 referred to "ro-

bustness and flexibility, also in the sense of mental flexibility, and simply being open 

to new ideas," (see interview 11, lines 12-13). This refers to the fact that the general 

flexibility of their leaders also matters for generation Z. 

 

Delegation of tasks  

In addition, 3 of the interviewees declared that delegating tasks is an important lead-

ership characteristic for them (see appendix table 3). 

One statement confirming that generation Z considers the delegation of tasks to be an 

important characteristic of a leader is "that you were always given a lot of responsibil-

ity right from the start, so to speak, and that trust was also placed in you" (see appendix 

Interview 4, lines 4-6). The interviewee is referring to the benefits of delegating tasks, 

as well as the effects of delegation, such as the feeling of being trusted, which is ap-

preciated by generation Z. In addition, the statements in interview 5 emphasize the 

relevance of this leadership characteristic for generation Z (see appendix interview 5, 

Line 3). Furthermore, interview 12 stresses that the "ideal manager should also be able 



 17 

to work and delegate projects effectively, based on the strengths and weaknesses of 

the employees." (see appendix, interview 12, lines 4-5) This highlights the relevance 

of leaders delegating projects based on the strengths and weaknesses of their employ-

ees.  

 

Motivating  

Besides two interviews demonstrated that motivation is seen as an important charac-

teristic of a leader (see appendix table 3).  

Evidence for this claim is provided in interviews 7 (see appendix interview 7, line 1) 

and 8 (see appendix interview 8, lines 4-6). In addition, interview 8 indicates that “I 

think it's important that you yourself have the intrinsic motivation to do your job. And 

if your manager then enables this, it is actually best” (see appendix interview 8, lines 

4-6), thus referring to the fact that the leader is expected to address the employee's 

intrinsic motivation. 

 

Foster creativity and innovation  

According to another 2 interviews, fostering creativity and innovation is a leadership 

quality Generation Z appreciates (see appendix table 3). 

In fact, this can be illustrated by remarks made in interviews 11 and 12. Moreover, 

according to interview 11, Generation Z considers "simply being open to new ideas, 

especially in order to promote innovation and creativity among employees" (see ap-

pendix interview 11, lines 13-14) to be an important characteristic of leaders in terms 

of fostering creativity and innovation. In addition, interview 12 suggests that both the 

own creativity and innovative ability as well as the ability to challenge employees to 

come up with creative and innovative ideas are characteristics that Generation Z as-

cribes to a good leader (see appendix interview 12, lines 1-3).  

 

Giving Feedback  

Finally, two interviews revealed that generation Z perceives and appreciates having 

the opportunity to receive regular feedback as a good capability of leaders (see appen-

dix table 3). 

The significance of providing feedback is highlighted in interviews 2 and 3 by gener-

ation Z and according to the interviewees a desirable characteristic of a leader. In ad-

dition, particular the importance of honest feedback is emphasized in generation Z (see 
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appendix interview 2, lines 2-3). Also, the advantages associated with honest feedback 

according to generation Z are described in interview 3. The statement "She [leader] 

should be honest, by all means. In other words, criticism is of course also important, 

to enable you to work on yourself." (see appendix, interview 3, lines 3-4), suggests 

that the Generation Z values feedback, in particular, to be able to develop further on 

the basis of it. 

 

Furthermore, 6 additional characteristics were identified in isolated interviews, alt-

hough none of these would be confirmed by other interviews at this point in time, 

which can be observed in Table 3 in the appendix. However, for reasons of exhaus-

tivity, the categories are listed in the following and their relevance is illustrated by 

means of specific passages in the material.  

Evidence for the leadership characteristics "Guides well" and "Being just" can both 

be found in interview 6 (see appendix interview 6, line 1). However, since they were 

not confirmed by further incidents during the interview series, and considering their 

vague nature, further research is required to validate these characteristics.  

Another leadership characteristic mentioned only once in the course of the interview 

series and thus cannot be confirmed by other interviews was “Resilience”. According 

to Interviewee 12, resilience is "Then I would say that resilience is also very important, 

in other words, a certain resistance to stress and robustness and flexibility," (see ap-

pendix Interview 11, lines 11-12). 

Moreover, the dimension "Organizational ability" was mentioned by generation Z as 

"good leadership ability" in only one interview. Nevertheless, evidence supporting this 

claim can be taken from interview 11. The interviewee refers here to the capability to 

"have an overview of everything and to be structured, organized, because that simply 

has to come from above, that you have this organizational ability" (see appendix inter-

view 11, lines 18-20).  

Likewise, the category "Role Model" was not confirmed by further interviews. Ac-

cording to the interviewee, this characteristic refers to the fact that "the ideal manager 

should also clearly represent the company image, especially to new employees, so that 

the entire company culture is also passed on in the same way." (see appendix interview 

11, lines 5-7) 

Ultimately, the identified category of "Emotional Intelligence" could not be con-

firmed by further interviews either. The leadership characteristic of emotional 
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intelligence is mentioned in interview 12 in conjunction with empathy and self-reflec-

tion as a tool to ensure the ability to react appropriately in certain situations. (see ap-

pendix interview 12, lines 5-11).  

 

5. Discussion  

 

The following chapter will discuss the findings derived from the qualitative content 

analysis in the context of the theoretical considerations. The aim is to identify the sig-

nificance of the results with regard to their contribution to existing theories. Further-

more, it is intended to provide a hypothesis, taking into account the existing principles 

of conscious leadership, enabling leaders to address and retain generation Z using de-

liberate conscious leadership dimensions. Finally, the results will be evaluated criti-

cally, and an outlook regarding further fields of research will be given.  

 

5.1. Interpretation and contextualization of the results in existing theories 

Based on the findings of the theoretical consideration, generation Z appreciates an 

open communication culture to be able to build trust (Fernandez et al., 2023). These 

findings were also confirmed by the results of the interviews. According to the inter-

viewees, the ability to communicate is a key characteristic they desire in a good leader 

(see e.g. interview 11, lines 1-3). In addition to open and regular communication, 

which is also emphasized by the theory, they appreciate communication on an eye 

level (see e.g. interview 7, line 1). Moreover, the theoretical consideration revealed 

generation Z´s need for professional development (Iorgulescu, 2016) which was also 

reinforced by the conducted interviews. The participants claimed that they perceive 

good leaders as those who encourage their professional development (see e.g. inter-

view 9, lines 3-5). In addition, they prefer leaders who support them by enabling them 

to develop a high degree of personal responsibility through the delegation of tasks (see 

interview 4, lines 4-6 & interview 12, lines 4-5). According to Ozkan and Solmaz 

(2015) generation Z is in need of managers who are listening to their ideas (Ozkan & 

Solmaz, 2015). The interviews confirmed generation Z's commitment to a more col-

laborative leadership philosophy. They claim to prefer leaders who involve them in 

decision-making processes (see interview 10, lines 3-5). Furthermore, they like to be 

heard and appreciated by their leaders (see interview 12, lines 2-3). Fernandez et al. 

(2023) emphasized the fact that generation Z desires their leaders to provide disclosure 

of performance metrics and clear objectives (Fernandez et al., 2023). Evidence sup-

porting this finding was also presented throughout the interview results. Both feedback 
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and the delegation of clear tasks and responsibilities have been identified as character-

istics of good leaders. 

 

5.2. Implications for leadership practice and development 

A feasible concept that could be applied as a leader to meet the needs of Generation Z 

is the following which is based on the key characteristics of a conscious leader tailored 

to generation Z's specific leadership needs and expectations. Accordingly, three di-

mensions that are typical for a conscious leader have been identified as matching the 

needs of generation Z.  

Initially, leaders should focus on the creation of an inspiring culture. The interviews 

revealed that generation Z appreciates open communication and mutual exchange (see 

interview 4, line 7 & Fernandez et al., 2023). Moreover, the (future) employees of this 

generation expect their managers to encourage creativity and innovation and to exem-

plify this spirit themselves (see interview 12, lines 1-3). 

Also, flexibility is very important to the generation. Thereby, they do not only refer to 

the flexibility of their work structure through, for example, flexible working hours, but 

also to the fact that they desire their leaders to have a certain degree of flexibility re-

garding new ideas and strategies (see interview 11, lines 12-13). Thus, leaders should 

encourage and foster a culture of open exchange.  

To address the needs of generation Z using conscious leadership methods, leaders are 

also advised to take an active role in the development of their teams. This responsi-

bility is based on the generation's need for professional development and self-optimi-

zation (Iorgulescu, 2016). When implementing and practicing this dimension, leaders 

refer on the one hand to Gen Z´s desire for professional development and on the other 

hand to the demand for support and constructive feedback (see interview 1, lines 3-4; 

interview 3 lines, 3-4 and interview 9, lines 3-5). Moreover, having this ability is par-

ticularly important to provide a supportive culture in which employees are encouraged 

to report problems to their leaders at any time (see interview 2, lines 4). In addition, 

generation Z demands ongoing candid and constructive feedback to develop further 

based on it. Furthermore, it is also reflected in the need for the delegation of tasks to 

foster individual responsibility (see interview 4, lines 2-4).  

Lastly, leaders ought to have a strong perception of both their own and the company's 

purpose to appeal to generation Z. The interviews as well as the theoretical consider-

ations demonstrate generation Z's desire for intrinsic motivation (see interview 8, lines 
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4-6 & Mahmoud et al., 2020) which could be approached by appealing to a higher 

purpose. Moreover, Bencsik et al. suggest that generation Z tends to develop their 

careers based on their desires and values, (Bencsik et al., 2016) which also speaks in 

favor of adhering to a higher purpose.  

Nevertheless, it should be noted that this approach is not complete, given the limita-

tions discussed in the adjacent chapter. Thus, in the following the limitations of the 

study will be elaborated. 

 

5.3. Limitations of the study 

Subsequently, the methodology as well as the results obtained will be analyzed criti-

cally to identify possible limitations of the study. 

It should be acknowledged that due to the choice of a qualitative method and the nar-

row sample group, the results of the study require further investigation to be validated. 

Nevertheless, the study provides an initial theory that can be utilized as a starting point 

for further investigation. Due to inherent personal biases and the selected sampling 

method, the results may have been biased by the researcher. However, this could be 

reduced by defining more detailed selection criteria in advance as well as by increasing 

the number of researchers involved in the selection of interview participants in order 

to minimize individual preferences. In addition, due to the translation of the data into 

English, translation errors may have occurred. Thus, this should be taken into account 

when evaluating and discussing the results. Consequently, artificial intelligence was 

used in the translation process to mitigate the researcher's personal bias in the transla-

tion process. Moreover, a lack of academic research articles focusing on fundamental 

research in the field of conscious leadership has been identified during the theoretical 

review. These findings were supported by Fry & Egel (L. W. Fry & Egel, 2021).  

 

5.4. Suggestions for future research 

As already mentioned in the previous chapter, it is worthwhile to delve further into 

empirical research investigating the principles of conscious leadership. A feasible ap-

proach to be taken up is provided by Brazdau et al. (2021) who developed the Con-

sciousness Quotient Inventory (Brazdau et al., 2021). Moreover, not only the genera-

tion to which the individual belongs influences the preference for certain leadership 

skills. Zehetner et al. (2022) also emphasize the fact that the cultural perspective 

should be considered (Zehetner et al., 2022). This is also supported by Nieżurawska 
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(2023), who extends this position by adding to consider personal motivations as well 

(Nieżurawska, 2023). 

Consequently, this consideration might be incorporated into future studies. Finally, it 

should be noted that although the dimensions of emotional intelligence, empathy, and 

resilience were not confirmed by any subsequent interviews, they might conceal inter-

esting characteristics that require further investigation. 

 

6. Conclusion  

 

The aim of the study was to find out the characteristics that generation Z attributes to 

a good leader and to assess the extent to which these characteristics coincide with the 

characteristics of a conscious leader. First, a theoretical analysis was used to identify 

a set of characteristics associated with conscious leadership. Moreover, in the empiri-

cal study, individuals born between 1995 and 2010 were interviewed and the charac-

teristics they ascribed to good leadership were collected. By means of an inductive 

approach, it was possible to identify 16 dimensions the interviewees ascribe to a good 

leader. These dimensions include the following: “Role model”, Delegation of tasks”, 

“Fosters creativity and innovation”, “Organizational ability”, “Resilience”, “Emo-

tional Intelligence”, “Motivating”, “Being justice”, “Guides well”, “Flexibility”, “En-

courages development”, “Empathy”, “Giving feedback”, “Supportive”, “Coopera-

tive”, “Good communication skills”. Subsequently, considering the preceding theoret-

ical considerations as well as the 16 characteristics of good leaders, three aspects of 

the concept of conscious leadership have been identified as helpful for leading gener-

ation Z. On the one hand, communicating a purpose might be instrumental in attracting 

generation Z and motivating them intrinsically. On the other hand, the generation pri-

oritizes its professional development, which can be addressed by leaders through the 

proactive development of their teams. Also, leaders should create an inspiring culture 

by practicing open communication and fostering creativity and innovation. Finally, it 

should be mentioned that due to the limitations discussed in chapters 5.3 and 5.4, the 

three aspects do not constitute an exhaustive model. Hence, they require further inves-

tigation. Nevertheless, the findings provided in this study do serve as a solid founda-

tion for future research and meet the objectives of the proposed research question. 
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8. Appendix  

 

8.1. Interviews (English) including row information. 

Interview 1  

1 Yes, my director, who I have right now, because she communicates with me at eye  

2 level and you don't have the feeling that she's five steps above you, but it's  

3 very cooperative, but she also stands up for you and puts herself in front of  

4 you like a mother lion when something goes wrong. 

 

 

 

Interview 2  

1 Yes, my supervisor. And I think it's great that she's always a very nice and  

2 friendly person. But when she then provides feedback, she always provides very  

3 honest feedback, although you never have to be afraid of the feedback. And you  

4 can also always come to problems with her, come to her with problems. 

 

Interview 3 

1 Well, she should have empathy and also be able to put herself in the other  

2 person's situation, to simply look at the whole thing from a different  

3 perspective. She should be honest, by all means. In other words, criticism is of  

4 course also important, to enable you to work on yourself, and yes, perhaps  

5 something that goes a bit hand in hand with empathy, that you are a bit  

6 compassionate. 

 

Interview 4  

1 Um, well, I'm in my current... It's difficult because I haven't been there that  

2 long. But before that, I also had good managers, and I would say what made the  

3 management style so good was this encouragement that enables you to work very  

4 quickly, very independently. I always appreciated that and yes, that you were  

5 always given a lot of responsibility right from the start, so to speak, and that  

6 trust was also placed in you, and then despite that, if you had any questions,  
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7 there was always this culture of open communication that was simply nurtured. 

 

Interview 5  

1 Yes, my manager, whom I particularly like and with whom I work best together, is  

2 characterized by the fact that she always shows a high degree of empathy for me.  

3 Furthermore, she delegates a high degree of personal responsibility to me.  

4 Regular communication, i.e., where I know that the person is always available,  

5 where there is a certain approachability, where you can always turn to the  

6 person without somehow having to fear that you will somehow say something wrong  

7 or whatever, so you can really notice that this really leads to a better result  

8 in the end. 

 

Interview 6 

1 Yes, someone who actually provides good working hours, i.e. flexible hours, and  

2 someone who can also guide well, someone who can lead in a just way, that was  

3 already the case! 

 

Interview 7 

1 Um, cooperative, communication at eye level, it should also be motivating, yes,  

2 and allow flexible working hours. 

 

Interview 8 

1 Oh, that's difficult! I believe a bit in the "new school". So it's a lot about  

2 empathy, and it has to fit. But to be honest, if you work somewhere, and I think  

3 the environment doesn't fit like the company, and your job is not right, I don't  

4 think the manager can do much either. So, I think it's important that you  

5 yourself have the intrinsic motivation to do your job. And if your manager then  

6 enables this, it is actually best. So actually someone who looks at you, sees  

7 what exactly is your profile, where do you want to go, and then tries to make it  

8 possible for you. But I don't think it's such a, well, I don't think it's such a, 

9 he has to be nice or somehow be hard or be somehow chasing. I think you have to  
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10 really see what you want as a person, as an individual, where you want to go,  

11 and then enable that. I think that's the number one thing. Because I think there  

12 is no such thing where you can say, this is a good one, this is a bad one. I  

13 think it's individual, and therefore you have to promote the individual, that  

14 would be my number one. 
 

 

Interview 9 

1 In my work environment, there was one manager whose leadership style I re-
ally  

2 appreciated. That was my old team leader, Murat. I started my career one and 
a  

3 half years ago, so I also had my first manager, and he was very interested in  

4 the development of his employees and was very committed to ensuring that 
we also  

5 develop further, that we work jointly on each other, that he is somehow also a  

6 trustworthy person for you in the workplace. So is a smaller company with 50  

7 employees I think is relevant somewhere at every level. So, I appreciated him  

8 very much, would be my current team leader now. He's a bit younger, he still 
has  

9 to gather his experience, but that's exactly what my leadership is. 

 

Interview 10 

1 Well, in my direct work environment, there is no manager who meets my  

2 requirements for a manager 100 percent. But a good quality for a manager is  

3 definitely communicating at eye level. What is also personally important to me  

4 is that decisions are made jointly in a smaller team, so that opinions are taken  

5 into account and suggestions, for example, regarding the flexibility of working  

6 hours, can be jointly discussed and decisions made on this basis. 

 

Interview 11 

1 
1 

For me, an ideal manager would definitely have a high level of communication 
skills, i.e.,  

2 to be able to really communicate problems and all kinds of things, and to eval-
uate and  
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3 assess them, and then just to be able to pass them on to the people, I think 
that's  

4 important and it would also be very important to me. And I would say empathy 
and also a  

5 certain degree of emotional intelligence, because in the topic of... not only in 
terms of  

6 being empathetic towards other people, towards me in this case, but that the 
manager also  

7 needs to have a degree of self-reflection and self-control somewhere, be-
cause I think  

8 that's very important in this position, because as a manager you are often 
confronted with  

9 stressful situations, and I think it's important for the manager to be able to dis-
tinguish  

10 between when and how I have to react, and I think emotional intelligence and 
the factors I  

11 just mentioned are also very important. Then I would say that resilience is 
also very  

12 important, in other words, a certain resistance to stress and robustness and 
flexibility,  

13 also in the sense of mental flexibility, and simply being open to new ideas, es-
pecially in  

14 order to promote innovation and creativity among employees. And if the man-
ager were not  

15 open, I believe that they would be very limited in their work and in what they 
do. So there  

16 is definitely a certain openness, flexibility and exact. And the last thing I would  

17 definitely say is, I don't know exactly, as a characteristic to really have a pic-
ture of  

18 everything, so to speak, and to have an overview of everything and to be 
structured,  

19 organized, because that simply has to come from above, that you have this 
organizational  

20 ability, and here I simply expect that the manager also really has an overview 
of the  

21 company and of the activities that are happening, and so on. So in any case 
still  
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22 structured, organized and, as I said, resistant, emotionally intelligent, and with  

23 communication skills, exactly. 

 

Interview 12 

1 To me, the perfect leader should be creative and innovative in his or her  

2 thinking, and at the same time be supported by the creativity of the employees,  

3 which means asking for ideas and getting other perspectives on certain topics.  

4 An ideal manager should also be able to work and delegate projects effectively,  

5 based on the strengths and weaknesses of the employees. And in my eyes, the  

6 ideal manager should also clearly represent the company image, especially to new  

7 employees, so that the entire company culture is also passed on in the same way. 

 

 

8.2. Overview Codes  

Table 2 Overview Codes (source: own illustration) 

 

Colour Code Number of code found in 

documents 

● Supportive  3 

● Empathy 4 

● Fosters creativity and inno-

vation 

2 

● Good communication skills 6 

● Delegation of task (MbO) 3 

● Being just 1 

● Giving feedback 2 

● Organizational ability  1 

● Emotional Inteligence  1 

● Encourages development 4 

● Resilience 1 

● Motivating  2 

● Guides well 1 

● Role model  1 



 30 

● Cooperative  5 

● Flexibility  4 

 

 


