
Elliott Masie & Telly Leung, Authors
Brooke Thomas-Record, Editor

Lauren Boughton, Designer

Published by:

www.masie.com

Open Source eBook - March 2021

Empathy in the Workplace & Workforce

https://www.masie.com


EMPATHY is so key and critical in these challenging and changing times. These past 12 months 
have been massively unprecedented, disruptive, and even volatile. Empathy has been an 
essential requirement to help our workforces, leaders, families, friends, and the world at large 
survive, grow, and learn from this pandemic.

We are publishing this free eBook in March 2021 as a real-time collection of perspectives, 
frustrations, aspirations, and predictions about Empathy from Learning and Business Colleagues. 

We have produced 30 Empathy Concerts over the last 11 months, and we are proud to co-author 
this eBook, edited by Brooke Thomas-Record. 

I want to personally thank the team at The MASIE Center, our colleagues in our Learning 
COLLABORATIVE, and business associates and friends who have contributed to the curation of 
content for this publication. 

Look forward to more eBooks from The MASIE Center in the time ahead and please keep in 
touch: emasie@masie.com and www.masie.com. 

Yours in Learning, 

Elliott Masie & Telly Leung
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Elliott Masie

The Importance of Empathy!

: What is empathy to you, and why is it important?

Host, Empathy Concert Series
CEO of The MASIE Center and Chair of The Learning COLLABORATIVE
emasie@masie.com

: Empathy is one of the most important, powerful, and “stretching” tools that we as 
learning, performance, and human resource professionals can leverage. Empathy is 
the outreach, the connection, the acknowledgement, and the honoring of the 
people that we deal with – meaning our employees, our customers, our 
neighbors, and our families. Empathy is very specifically important in times of 
change, in times of stress, in times of distress, and in times of opportunity.

Empathy has been one of my personal missions, and we have asked the Elliott Masie 
Learning COLLABORATIVE to make it a primary focus in the pandemic. 

It is key to me that when we think about empathy, we don’t confuse it with sympathy 
or counseling, or reaching out to somebody in a therapeutic or coaching role. But 
empathy is basically permeating the way in which I want to deal with people that I 
am working with, that I am collaborating with, and that I am living in a neighborhood 
with. I want to make sure that, particularly in a professional role, I don’t let content 
and business processes overwhelm the need and the desire to leverage, 
demonstrate, and extend empathy to my colleagues.
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: How might you think of empathy differently now than in the past?

: Empathy has always been there. It’s always been part of being a good human being 
or an open colleague or a good facilitator. But there’s another dimension of empathy 
that has become clear to me now. I don’t know if it was as crisp and clear for me, or 
even for the business world, before the pandemic: empathy is part of our design 
process. It is part of structuring our interactions with each other. A perfect example is 
the literally millions of Zoom meetings that have occurred since the pandemic began 
for teams of people that are working from home. 

The Empathy Concerts that I have had the amazing honor of hosting with my good 
friend, my colleague, and my “brother from another mother”, Telly Leung, have 
really become a powerful outreach over the last year to touch and interact with tens 
of thousands of old colleagues, new colleagues, and strangers. We’ve done that in 
over 30 one-hour combinations of Broadway performers sharing moving songs and 
perceptions of empathy as storytellers and empaths, plus learning leaders sharing 
the importance of empathy in dealing with the challenges of this year, including the 
pandemic disruption of our workplaces, working from home, racial injustice, and the 
uncertainties of a very difficult and divisive election process. 
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We need to understand the diverse challenges of these times. Someone might be 
working from home but sharing that space with two children who are in very different 
distance learning programs, plus other members of their household. They may be 
juggling two people working on limited bandwidth and dealing with the fact that they 
have been in the same house with the same people for an extended period of time.

The other takeaway that I have about empathy is that it was a word we were rarely 
using. You know, many people say that the “e” in eLearning was something I helped 
popularize, and I was one of several people to begin the investigation and 
exploration of eLearning in the early 1990s. But that “e” might initially have stood for 
“electronic”, and over the years it’s evolved to “engagement”, and it’s evolved to

Many would say that we get fatigued from all 
those meetings, but the reason they are so 
pervasive is that they aren’t just about connecting 
us as colleagues who are collaborating. They’re 
also connecting us to each other on an 
empathetic level. We’ve gotten to know the 
names of each other’s children, the names of each 
other’s pets, and there is a set of traditions that 
has been created that combines our business 
process of whatever task we are doing digitally 
with empathy, with understanding that our 
colleagues have whole lives, and to approach 
them in a more “360” perspective about their 
lives and their realities. 
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: When empathy is aimed at employees in the workforce or 
  workplace, what does it do for those who receive it, and what 
  does empathy do for those who give it?

: If I receive empathy from someone else, I feel: 

 •  Heard
 •  Seen 
 •  Honored 
 •  Connected

In those words is the fact that empathy can be powerful and helpful – even when I 
disagree with someone, even when I’m less engaged, even when I might turn off my 
video camera. If I feel a sense of empathy, it builds what Stephen M.R. Covey would 
say is one of the most important things in our lives, which is TRUST. I think when 
somebody extends empathy to me, I feel trusted and accepted, and it opens up the 
door for me to have the important business transactions of that experience.

A good out-of-the-box example is when you call your credit card company because 
something shows up on your bill that costs more than you thought it should. It seems 
to be a mistake. When you call that customer service rep and they are empathetic to 
you, even if in the end they can’t give you what you want, your trust level goes up, 
the process goes better, and you can breathe deeper. 

include “evaluation”, and sometimes even a bit of “entertainment”. But I now 
believe that one of the key pieces that the “e” in eLearning stands for is “empathy”. 
We must create a conscious design process that empathizes with the realities of 
individuals, whether they are learning virtually, in person, or in a hybrid way. 

A perfect example of this “aha” is the frustration that many people feel with the 
impacts of distance learning on K-12 students around the world. One report stated 
that there are over 1.8 billion students who are now learning in a distributed fashion. 
I’m amazed and so grateful that we’ve had tools like Zoom, Microsoft Teams, and 
WebEx, plus a whole range of other digital tools that have allowed teachers and 
students (sometimes with the help of parents) to connect.

I’m not sure that we understand the need to have empathy as part of our design 
process. So many wonderfully curious and engaged students weren’t used to 
spending hour after hour in front of a screen going over content, because the magic 
of the classroom and of the school was often that they had opportunities to be heard 
and share empathy with their teachers, with aids who helped in the classroom, and 
certainly with other students. So, I think we found from the K-12 arena that you can’t 
do distance or virtual learning without a design that is sensitive and empathetic to 
what people are experiencing. My takeaway is that every learning design must have a 
built-in dimension of empathy.



: Can you share any stand-out examples of empathy that you’ve   
  shown or that’s been shown to you in the past year? 

: There are so many, but here are a few that pop into mind. In mid-summer 2020, as 
the country was engaging around the issues of racial injustice, we invited very diverse 
people to be the featured guests on one of our Empathy Concerts. One was a black 
songwriter and performer who had some very powerful and targeted songs about the 
pain of racial injustice. I also invited a police officer from the Norfolk police 
department, which had done a wonderful lip sync a few years prior, to share his 
perspectives. In that moment of a police officer and an activist, who would not 
normally be in the same conversation, empathy drew a connection between them. 
They heard, they listened, and they plugged into each other’s very different 
perspectives. That was, for me, an overwhelmingly powerful moment. 

On another Empathy Concert, we had a six-year-old girl who wrote 
a song called “Stuck at Home”. It was a wonderful song about the 
realities of being stuck at home! I found that I was feeling an 
enormous amount of empathy for her and for what it’s like to be 
a kid with her family – and no one else – constantly together.

There were a few painful moments, too. I had one 
conversation with a learning colleague early in the 
pandemic. I actually said, “Why don’t you turn on 
your video? I’d love to see you and say hello!” They 
responded with a very low level of enthusiasm about 
doing that. I later found out that this person was 
living with many relatives in a small apartment and 
did not want to reveal her environment. That was a 
powerful moment for me of almost feeling I had been 
inappropriate to say, “I really want to see your space.”
We need to understand that part of empathy is 
respecting what people want or don’t want to share. 

The flip side is that extending empathy is part of the process of feeling ready to 
interact and, in many cases, to lead a situation. I’ve had the experience of giving 
a keynote speech to 10,000 people in the Washington DC Convention Center. My 
goal was to be empathetic with what it felt like for them to be in a room with 10,000 
people. By extending empathy to them through having them stop focusing on me 
and talk to the person next to them, by understanding that this was a very different, 
unique, and large setting, and by giving that empathy as part of my presentation, 
I felt empowered, I felt connected, I felt I had a feedback mechanism, and I felt as 
though I was authentically engaging – even though it was one person to 10,000. I 
think that’s true every time we lead. We must understand what empathy means for 
the recipient and for the person who is extending it.
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: When we get past this intense time, do you think we’ll continue to 
  see this kind of focus on empathy?

: I hope so. I don’t think we’re all going back to the office in the same way we were 
before the pandemic. I think there will be a hybrid level of working from home, 
working at the office, and working in appropriate clusters. I think we will increasingly 
learn how to use technology to leverage a more comfortable and agile way of 
connecting with colleagues, customers, family, and friends. I hope that we will also 
see the importance of empathy as a dimension of how we design and structure our 
collaboration with each other. 

Empathy has been reflected in my need to be a learner every day: to be sensing, 
coaching, relating, and dealing with a wide range of people whose realities may be 
enormously different than mine. At the beginning of the pandemic, my dear friend 
and well-known author Marshall Goldsmith and I started meeting with coaches, 
CEOs, and business leaders from around the world to talk about what was 
occurring with this emerging pandemic. To hear the CEO of a company in Italy talk 
about looking out his window and seeing deceased bodies being moved along 
because of the overwhelming medical crisis there, months before we saw the 
equivalent in New York state, was a moment of understanding and recognizing that 
the differences were also pointers to what might be personal lessons of the future. 
So, it’s been a nonstop change in how I perceive the world, interact with the world, 
and try to relate to the world in the pandemic.

: In your experience, are there instances where empathy can be 
  awkward?

: Empathy can be awkward because we are, in many ways, exposing ourselves and 
trying to accept the differences we have. Empathy can’t and shouldn’t be sympathy: 
it’s not feeling sorry for somebody. It’s not becoming their mental health counselor 
and it should not come from a perspective of superiority. Empathy is coming from 
a point of view of acceptance and equality, but you will need to walk through those 
waves and waters of awkwardness. 

In some cases, we need to use time to help make empathy less awkward. When 
asking questions of colleagues, let them know that you’ll ask them for their responses 
in a few moments rather than in real time. Let people catch up and incubate in their 
own time. 

So, yes. I think empathy can be 
awkward, and I’m not sure we 
always have the right language for 
or comfort with empathy to address 
those moments of awkwardness.
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: Any final thoughts on your aspirations for empathy in the 
  workforce and in the world?

: I do believe that we need a better language around empathy. I think that we need 
to understand that empathy also runs through our belief systems, it runs through our 
comfort systems, and it runs through the archaeology of our lives. It doesn’t pop up 
as a field in a learning management system or in a workforce support system. I don’t 
believe that a Myers Briggs test can evaluate your ability to demonstrate empathy 
or that you’re a “dark purple” or number 72 on “X” test/rating/scale. So, I think we 
need to develop a new way of communicating about empathy, of addressing 
empathy, and even laughing about empathy to pull all this together.

What has been so powerful for us about the Empathy Concerts is understanding the 
role that storytelling plays in our lives, understanding the role that music plays in our 
lives, and understanding the role that deep engagement in special moments plays 
in our lives. I’ve come away knowing that, in many instances, I’d rather use a piece 
of music than a 32-slide PowerPoint deck in a webinar, particularly one about human 
process.

Finally, I’ve learned that, as a professional in the world of learning and performance 
and human resources, on some level I am also a performer. I need to use authentic 
design that connects with the realities of people and do it in a way that honors and 
extends the humanity and the performance of our workforces and our organizations.

I have developed my own concept of empathy, which is this: 

Empathy is the relentless pursuit of understanding and appreciating someone else’s 
perspective, knowing we might never fully grasp or agree with it. It is respecting 
viewpoints that differ from our own because we recognize that every person has unique life 
experiences that shape their perceptions and beliefs. Empathy is work that requires regular 
self-reflection, and it is the ultimate recognition of our shared humanity.

This definition is the result of me spending the past year focusing on empathy in a variety of 
ways (e.g., helping produce Empathy Concerts, sourcing and editing content for this eBook, 
interviewing learning professionals around the world about their pandemic experiences, etc.). 
I hope that my ability to be empathic has grown and will continue to strengthen over time.

Brooke Thomas-Record
From

 (Editor)
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Empathy: 

Danielle Parker
Instructional Designer, Field Development
Penn Mutual

As learning and development professionals, so much of what we do revolves around empathy. We’re 
really in the empathy business. But it’s not just about the empathy we give: it’s about the empathy we 
get. It’s natural for us to think in terms of having empathy – for our learners, for our sponsors, and for 
our subject matter experts (SMEs). How often do we find ourselves thinking back to what it felt like to 
be the “new person” when we’re developing onboarding training? What about relating to all those 
pain points we’re trying to resolve for employees?  

We have empathy for our learners when they are being stretched outside of their comfort zones. We 
have empathy for our sponsors when they relate how much their associates need training to meet an 
important objective. We have empathy for our SMEs when they describe how much they are 
impacted by a skills gap. In short, we have empathy in spades!  

The nature of our roles helps us cultivate empathy without us even realizing it. One practical tip 
suggested by experts to develop the power of empathy is to take the time to learn about other 
people’s stories. That’s something many learning and development professionals are fortunate to do 
almost daily. We also routinely listen more than we speak, learn news skills, and envision what it’s like 
to walk in our learners’ shoes: all activities that naturally build empathy.

Knowing we’re attuned to showing empathy for others, when do we take time to think about the 
empathy we’re receiving? How often does a project sponsor take the extra few minutes to dig into 
the real need? Think about all the times that a SME patiently answers “just one more question” as we 
are working to nail down a process. I like to think that the empathy I show to my SMEs and sponsors 
lays the foundation of trust that is crucial for reaping the benefits of an effective team. Given a safe 
space, they return empathy in kind, so the empathy comes full circle. Even learners who we may 
never meet show us empathy when they provide constructive feedback in a course survey. It’s a 
virtuous cycle, really, and I’m so grateful to be in the empathy business!
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I recently retired from leading a team that is part of a 
regional Front Door office for the NYS Office for 
People with Developmental Disabilities (OPWDD). 
OPWDD oversees the agencies in NYS that provide 
services to people with developmental disabilities (DD) 
who have conditions like intellectual disability, autism, 
cerebral palsy, and epilepsy that occur prior to age 22 
and have a lifelong effect on the person’s daily 
functioning. The Front Door team guides people with DD 
in the process of accessing services through determining 
eligibility, assessing strengths and needs, and authorizing 
person-centered services/support plans. “The goal of the 
Front Door process is to provide supports and services 
that help individuals and family members in ways that are 
respectful of their abilities, language, and cultural values 
and traditions.” For more information, visit https://opwdd.
ny.gov/system/files/documents/2020/05/040_front-door-access-
to-services_342020_0.pdf

Front Door staff must have competency and integrity, but 
also communicate empathy across language and cultural 
differences to correctly identify appropriate services. Our 
region includes Latino, Asian, Creole, and Chasidic 
(ultra-orthodox Jews living in closed communities) people 
with DD who communicate in non-English primary 
languages and honor a wide variety of cultural customs.

       There is nothing like the collective 
trauma of a pandemic to bring out the 
empathy. None of us is unaffected. 
Suffering is all around. Who among us is 
unable to put their feet in the shoes of the 
stranger while every person on the planet is 
forced to reckon with their own 
vulnerability? Hopefully, we will carry it 
forward, even after the masks come off.

- Jonathan H. Kopp “

“
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Beth Imperial-Rogers
LMSW
Retired Community Support Team Leader 
NYS Office for People with Developmental 
Disabilities

Creating an 
Empathy Bridge 
Across Cultural Divides

How is empathy demonstrated when the 
people you work with are from a variety of 
cultural backgrounds (some very different 
from yours), especially when empathy is 
key to effective, quality work? 

https://opwdd.ny.gov/system/files/documents/2020/05/040_front-door-access-to-services_342020_0.pdf


Communication: Hone verbal and written communication to ensure
it is clear, concise, and respectful. Provide interpreters and translated 
written materials. Hold regular meetings with staff to discuss concerns, 
address difficult cases, and develop consistent responses to stakeholders.

Awareness: To prevent misinterpretations, learn about specific cultural
and religious practices so they can be followed and respected when 
working with those from different backgrounds. Sensitivity to the 
challenges of having a loved one with DD, and to family system issues, is 
also key and should inform all actions.

Responsiveness: Acknowledgement of someone’s questions or
complaints, regardless of whether an immediate solution exists, can 
demonstrate empathy. The pandemic has resulted in many significant 
crises within families: physical, psychiatric, housing/food insecurity, 
deaths, etc. Work with other community entities to identify resolutions. 
Organizations with specific cultural expertise can provide guidance about 
best practices.

Education: Networking is an essential part of responsiveness and
education. Cultivate connections and regularly share resource updates for 
multiple points of dissemination. Prior to COVID, we held monthly 
in-person information sessions with up to four interpreters helping 
multiple families in a single session. We transitioned to WebEx and now 
offer separate sessions with single language interpreters. A 
HIPAA-compliant method for taking attendance of families who can only 
call in was implemented. OPWDD also offers public digital resources 
already translated into multiple languages. Resources targeted to specific 
needs or interests are also provided.

My “empathy toolbox” when working with such diverse cultures can be 
summarized as CARE:
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We All Bleed Red

By Bill Dewey

White, black, yellow, brown

So much unrest across our towns

Civil protests take a stand

To stop the madness across this land

With ruined lives beyond repair

Still more to come of this despair?

So stand together, no fear, no hate

And start to heal, it is not too late

We rise as one for all to see

Empathy leads our legacy

Among mankind’s greatest sins

The failure to see beyond one’s skin

No matter how you think you are bred

Beneath the skin, we All Bleed Red

Empathy: 

Bill Dewey
Learning Professional

The Ultimate 
Superpower!

Chances are, you have been asked a version of 
this question: “If you could have any superpower, 
what would it be?” You may have responded with 
answers like “fly”, “climb the sides of buildings”, 
“read people’s minds”, “possess superhuman 
strength” (i.e., be Superman, Superwoman, Batman, 
Catwoman, Spiderman, etc.). Clearly, having those 
superhuman skills and abilities, if used correctly, 
would provide tremendous value and impact in the 
real world. But let’s get real. Wouldn’t it be great if 
when asked, “What is your superpower?”, people 
responded, “Empathy!”?

How incredibly amazing would it be to possess the 
ability to feel and know what it is like to walk in 
another person’s shoes? Some of you may be 
thinking, “That’s crazy. No matter what you say, it is 
impossible to know or understand what someone 
else is feeling.” Others may be thinking, “Wow, if 
I had only taken the time to listen, understand, or 
connect on a deeper level, I may have helped save 
a life, a job, or a relationship.”   

So, here is your opportunity to be a superhero and 
use your superpower – Empathy! – to help change 
the world! The best part is that being empathetic 
does not cost anyone anything other than a few 
minutes of their time. Seems like a small price to 
pay for such a large return on the investment. By the 
way, empathy CAN be developed, so whether you 
think you can (be empathetic) or think you 
can’t, you are probably right!
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We All Bleed Red

By Bill Dewey

White, black, yellow, brown

So much unrest across our towns

Civil protests take a stand

To stop the madness across this land

With ruined lives beyond repair

Still more to come of this despair?

So stand together, no fear, no hate

And start to heal, it is not too late

We rise as one for all to see

Empathy leads our legacy

Among mankind’s greatest sins

The failure to see beyond one’s skin

No matter how you think you are bred

Beneath the skin, we All Bleed Red

Katie Hines

: Katie, you’ve not only participated in our empathy concerts,  
  but you were also a featured guest on one of them! What 
  have those events evoked for you?

Manager, Learning & Development
Land O’Lakes

: There are two words. The first one is HAPPINESS. I was a music teacher for a 
couple of years, and I’m still a big musician (I sing and play the cello), so music is a 
huge part of my life. A big draw for me to the concerts is just hearing the different 
Broadway singers and supporting them.

The second word is HOPE. So much of what we see and hear in the news is all 
doom and gloom. The empathy concerts are a great way to have people lift each 
other up. Partnering on the conversations around empathy, there’s hope that not 
everybody is horrible and that there are people like you and me (everybody 
that’s participating, on or off camera) who just want happiness and for people 
to get along. That just brings me a lot of hope.

: In one sentence or one phrase, what does empathy 
  mean to you? And please expand on that. 

: It means trying to understand where people are coming from and their 
perspectives.

Quite often, we hear the question/expression, “What’s it like to be in their 
shoes?”, but I think it’s a lot more than that. It’s trying to understand 
people’s situations and then having compassion for what they may or may 
not be going through. Putting yourself into people’s shoes is good, but it’s 
also about compassion for how people are feeling.



: How do you think of empathy differently now than you 
  did pre-pandemic?

: I’m a rule follower and it’s always been hard for me to understand why
people don’t follow the rules. I think, “This is what you said you’re going to 
do, so why aren’t you doing it?” On the opposite side of that, I’m a very 
caring person. I can’t get through a Hallmark commercial without crying. 
Anytime a dog dies or suffers, even in a TV show, I can’t even watch because I 
just immediately care so much. But mash those two things together – rule 
following and caring – and that’s kind of what 2020 has been like. When I see 
people not following the rules, I have to remind myself that it’s not because 
it’s personal. It’s because they’re in a different situation and something is 
happening in their lives. 

Here is an example. I lead a high potential leadership program that we have 
here at Land O’Lakes. It’s one of those programs where we meet 6 times over 
a year and a half as a cohort. There is networking, development, trips, and 
speakers. Well, that all came to a halt when we couldn’t get together, so we 
had to move everything to virtual. There were a lot of questions, like “What 
should we do? Should we stop the program? Should we go virtual?” So, we 
reached out to several people in the program and it was just interesting to ask 
them questions and be curious about what they were saying. We had to really 
listen to them. We talked to a lot of young mothers that were in the program, 
who said things like, “I’m trying to handle this right now while I’m trying to 
keep and meet expectations for my job, and also be in this program. I don’t 
know if I can do all three.” So, we had to really change how we do things and 
adapt.

I don’t know if it would have been like that the year before or if our reaction 
would have been, “You know what? You signed up for the program. This is an 
expectation. Figure it out.” So that was a definite shift. I keep trying to 
apply that thought process of being empathetic in other situations as well. 

: Again, in one sentence or one phrase, what is empathy not? 

: It’s not about making assumptions about what people are going through.
You need to be curious, you need to learn, you need to ask the questions and 
get a better understanding, but don’t make assumptions.

In StrengthsFinder, individualization is a strength for me. That’s where you see 
each person as one person and can really hone in very quickly on people, but 
the downside of that is, I have a tendency to make assumptions quickly. 
Because I have that “superpower”, I go too far and put people into categories 
really quick. So, I’ve had to bring that to a conscious level, knowing that even 
though this is how I think that person is, I can’t make that assumption. I need 
to ask those questions and get to know them a little bit more, maybe

15



16

: When empathy is aimed at employees in the workforce/
  workplace, what does it do for the people who receive it, and 
  what does it do for the people who give it?

: Those receiving it feel very valued that you took some time to do something to 
reach out, and that could be individually or even as a company. To receive empathy 
really feels quite good and like they matter and their contributions matter. 

On the other side – of giving empathy – besides just feeling better ourselves, we all 
get along better, and we can collaborate much better. It’s extremely important to 
relate to the people that you work with. Without that, there could be more 
disagreements. Giving empathy is not only about how you feel or how the receiver 
might feel, but it’s also the output of that.

informally  through a cup of coffee over Zoom – especially with those who I 
might have a little friction with. There’s a reason for that [friction], so what do I 
need to learn about them so I can have a little more empathy for their situation, 
whatever it might be?

: Can you share any stand-out examples of empathy that’s been 
  shown to you, whether by specific people or your organization 
  as a whole?

: I’ll give a specific example. Our learning and development team is a small 
but mighty one, and two years ago we had some serious challenges where 
we just didn’t see eye-to-eye on some topics. It was a “my idea vs. your idea” 
situation where each of us thought we were right. By the end of the year, our 
director was exasperated and said, “You guys need to figure this out. You need 
to solve it.” So, at the beginning of last year, we chose to have the same goals. 
If I succeeded at “x”, the rest of the team succeeded at “x”. If they succeeded 
at something, we all succeeded. That created an environment where we really 
had to support each other and work together to figure out our goals. 
Throughout the year, even though we are virtual, we had to not only work 
together, but it started turning more into almost having each other’s backs. 
We were constantly reaching out to help each other when something was 
happening.

Case in point, yesterday I sent out an email and got a response from 
someone outside the team that had kind of an undertone of an attack. 
Immediately, both of my team members reached out to me, who knew the 
nuances behind the situation and how I would react, and they both asked 
how I was feeling. They wanted to help, and it was just a great sense of 
“I’m not alone in this home office in a separate location from them.” I really 
felt like we were in it together. I don’t know if we would have really sincerely 
felt that a year ago. Now, we really do support each other.



: Can you share examples of how you have shown empathy 
  to others? 

: I’ll start broadly with empathy I show the organization as a whole. This may 
seem like a weird thing, but just being on camera. I think that’s just so 
important to show connection – just being there smiling. 

Also, just checking in with each other (kind of like the example I gave about 
my team checking in on me). It goes both ways and extends to others. We 
check in with each other when someone feels a bit of a sting, or to say, “You 
did an awesome job at that meeting today!” 

Here is a little bit more specific of an example: there is a young mother on my 
team and her husband also works at Land O’Lakes (and is now working in the 
other corner of the room from her). She has two little boys and has had a lot 
to deal with this past year. Besides that, we’ve also brought in a new LMS, and 
she was in charge of that, so she had a lot of job responsibilities. She would 
sometimes say, “I’m not going to be on for the next couple of hours because I 
need to take the boys outside and just run with them for just a little bit.” Prior 
to last year, I probably would have reacted like, “You know, we’ve got to get 
our work done. What are you doing?” But over this past year with the 
emphasis on empathy, I feel completely different about that now. I know that 
getting her work done is just as important to her as it is to me. She will just 
get it done in a different way. And what can I do to make it a little bit easier 
for her? That’s kind of a new twist that I don’t know I would have thought of 
before.

The last example I’ll tell you about happened around when George Floyd was 
killed here in Minneapolis. Phenecia, an African American, used to be on our 
L&D team and now works in the Diversity & Inclusion group. I’ve known her 
for around 6 years, so when George Floyd was killed, I didn’t know what to 
say to her. I just didn’t know. I was thinking, “What can I say to make her feel 
better right now?” So, I texted her and said, “Hey, I’m thinking about you 
today. 

My thoughts and my prayers are with you, but I have to be honest. I don’t 
know how to support you, so let me know what you need from me.” And that 
meant so much to her. She called me back immediately and said, “That’s the 
best text I have received today.” I reiterated that I just didn’t know what to say 
and she said that was the perfect thing: to ask how to support her. She then 
talked about this story with the entire company on a big company webinar. 
But it was just the right thing to do at the right time, with her. Again, I don’t 
know if I would have done that prior to 2020.
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: Do you think that empathy has become more important in 
  this time of the pandemic and increased awareness of social 
  and racial injustice, the election, etc.?

: No, I don’t think it’s more important. I think it’s always been important. What I think 
has happened is that it’s become more evident that we need to have it. We’re lacking 
empathy and we need to get better at it, so I think we need to understand why 
people think the way they think. What I see quite often is people, again, making those 
assumptions that we all think the same, especially now that we’re on Zoom a lot. We 
don’t pick up on a lot of each other’s body language, so we all assume that when it 
comes to whatever topic is being discussed, we all feel the same way. That’s not always 
true, so why don’t we think the same way?

I see people reach out on Facebook saying, “Alright, so this is how I think about this 
topic. I know most of you disagree with me on that, but I want to understand why.” I 
see people trying to reach out and it just disintegrates so quickly. Especially with 
politics, I think people feel very personal about their opinions, which start to become 
more of their whole person instead of just one of the things about them. It becomes 
more of who that inner person is and part of their personality, and I think that’s when 
we just get so rigid and think, “This is the right way to think of things!” We need to let 
go of that and really understand why we each think the way we think.

When it comes to my husband and two of his friends, one person is on one end of 
the political spectrum, one is kind of in the middle, and the other is all the way at 
the other end. The three of them do a very good job of talking about their thoughts 
their feelings without fighting. When I’ve seen them talk, I feel like they each walk 
away thinking, “I haven’t changed my mind, but I understand a little bit more about 
why they think the way they do.”

: As you said, it’s become more evident that we need 
  empathy, so when we get past this pandemic and the 
  coexisting crises, do you think we’ll still see the same focus 
  on empathy that we do now?

: I don’t think it’s going to be the same focus that we see right now, but I 
don’t think it’s going to go back to how we were. I think empathy used to be 
seen as a “fluffy” topic. Well, I think there is a little bit more understanding 
and empathy now, and we just need to keep sharing it and showing it. I’m 
also hoping that our leaders, especially the ones we have at Land O’Lakes, 
who’ve done a very good job of modeling empathy, continue that. It’s not 
just an event: it’s about how we continue to model.
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“

 This wretched pandemic has touched 
every aspect of our daily script and forced 
us to look into the mirror to reveal who we 
really are. What does your reflection say 
about YOU? I trust you learned that you 
have been able to relate to, feel for, and/or 
see situations through the eyes of others and 
to genuinely empathize with those diverse 
and ever-changing experiences. 

“

- Vicki Cerda
E-Learning for Kids

“

“

 Never again will we, who have lived 
through these times, take for granted a hug 
with a loved one, a shared meal, or a family 
gathering. If we needed to be reminded to 
set aside our devices and look our fellow 
human beings in the eyes...and smile...that 
reminder is the gift of these dark days. 

- Tracey Nicholson
PMG Learning

: Are there instances where empathy is awkward?

: Sometimes, you just don’t want to be empathetic. Those old stories play in 
your mind and it’s just easy to think that people are ignorant or against the 
way that you think, so they’re wrong. It’s just where we naturally go. I think 
when we come to that realization, it starts to get kind of awkward, as in “I 
don’t want to be empathetic right now because you are wrong, and you need 
to change.” So, quite often, I need to pause, reframe, be curious, and be 
open-minded. I try to “stay above the line”: remain curious and not go below 
the line of, “You’re wrong and I’m right, and I’m not going to talk to you until 
you see things my way.”

: Finally, what are your aspirations for empathy in your 
  workforce and in the world?

: We need to continue having conversations about empathy and continue 
having our leaders model it. What does empathy look like? Everybody, 
especially our leaders, need to model that.

“Assuming positive intent” is a phrase that we use a lot within our group at 
Land O’Lakes. When we ask ourselves, “Why are they doing it that way?”, 
we have to assume positive intent. Everybody has a reason why they do 
what they do. Even if I disagree with it, I have to remember that we are 
actually trying to work towards the same goal. We just approach it in 
different ways. So, let’s have that curiosity, ask them what they are trying to 
gain, and consider how it is similar to what we are trying to do. Let’s find 
those similarities, be curious, and help each other out!
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PMG Learning

For me, empathy is a cognitive process of learning – about me and about you – and unlearning what 
I think I know. Empathy is often contrasted with “sympathy” and “compassion”, but I think the better 
contrast is with “judgment” and “assumptions” that are formed from my own experience: judgment 
about good or bad and my assumptions that I know your world.

Therefore, empathy requires curiosity and removing the lens of my experience to understand yours 
more fully and openly. Bringing my empathic self to you conflicts with my natural inclination to offer 
advice (“Why don’t you…”), to calibrate a reaction from my standpoint (“I’m sure that wasn’t what…”) 
or to take action (“I can arrange…”).

In my experience, empathy also has a physicality to it, a letting go that initiates from inside of me. My 
body softens and my mind opens to create a spaciousness for you. I give you my full presence. All of 
this can feel very clumsy, uncomfortable, and hard to sustain – at first.

But as learning professionals, we’re all about skill building for sustainable behavior change, and we 
love a challenge! So, I offer you these cognitive and somatic practices for building your empathy 
“muscle”. Integrate these practices into low-risk situations in your daily routine so you are prepared 
for when the stakes are high.

Practices to Build Your Empathy “Muscle”

Empathy is a cognitive and physical process of engaging with others by letting go, creating 
spaciousness, “sitting” comfortably in discomfort, and 
maintaining curiosity. Let’s start practicing!
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Building Empathy 
“Muscle”
Carolyn Ryffel, M.A., CPTD
Intercultural Business Communication Trainer, Coach and Consultant
(Specialist in building effective business communication skills across cultures)  

Practice silently counting to 10 and deepening 
your listening. Remember, it’s not about you.

Practice tensing all your muscles. Then release 
them and feel the physical experience of letting 
go. Become still and present.

Practice softening and creating spaciousness. 
Inhale deeply, lengthen the exhale, feel your front 
soften, and visualize expanding the space in front 
of you.

Get comfortable with discomfort. Sit with it and 
get familiar with your reactions to it.

Practice “seeing” someone else’s world. Establish 
what you think you’re seeing and then ask, “How 
might I be wrong?”

Cultivate your curiosity about others and their 
worlds – and about yourself and yours.



Elena Semeyko
Instructional Designer, Google via Artech
Stanford Graduate School of Education ’19

Can empathy be measured? I don’t think we can create an absolute scale of it, but one metric that 
I find useful is how often empathy is executed. In theory, we all care deeply about our learners. Yet, 
how often do we review educational products and learning experiences that we develop from a 
student’s point of view? Ideally, this should be a daily exercise, performed in every team discussion 
and focused on concrete questions like, “If our learners were in this room, what would they say about 
this initiative?” and “What will their emotions be?”

Empathy also means recognizing the diversity of learners, their backgrounds, and current situations. 
Will our design serve a person who is overwhelmed with work, who is depressed, who experiences 
learning difficulties, or who just has a slow Internet connection? It won’t, as long as we develop 
solutions for a utopian “average” learner: patient, attentive, studious, at peace, with all the time in 
the world to explore our product. That’s why it’s important to be explicit about what range of students 
we assist and represent all of them in learner personas.

Finally, nothing stimulates empathy better than 
conversations with real students. It’s hard not to 
become a learner advocate after hearing two or three 
emotional stories of users wasting half an hour on 
registration or getting a lower grade because of 
misleading content.

As has been stated many times in 
UX research, empathy is a muscle 
that should be trained daily. Let’s flex 
it without fear of getting sore!

Empathy as a Daily, 
Learner-Inclusive 
Exercise

21



Instructional Designer, Google via Artech
Stanford Graduate School of Education ’19

Last September, my Leadership Development Community of Practice conducted a “Monthly Focus” 
on empathy via a series of social media posts. So, I had been reading and thinking a lot about 
empathy when I came face-to-face with just how hard it is to practice. 

During a coffee break, I found my daughter at war with her computer, cursing and crying. This was my 
moment to practice empathy. Fighting an overwhelming urge to offer solutions, I said, “Oh, that must 
be so frustrating.” Then, I froze because I didn’t know what to do next. I stood there awkwardly for a 
minute, then wandered away, defeated. 

Upon reflection, I saw that four obstacles hindered my ability to offer empathy that day; however, a 
few simple shifts could have surmounted them.

Today, empathy is the key to business success: from leading effectively to designing useful products 
and services. So, we need to get good at it! Through deliberate 
practice and a few shifts in our mindsets and habits, we 
can overcome empathy obstacles and truly 
support others.

Overcoming 
Obstacles to 
Empathy
Claudia Escribano
Sr. Instructional Designer
C2 Technologies, Inc.

Obstacle 1: 
Focusing on Myself 

I was stuck in my own head, 
spiraling through “Do 
something!”, “What’s wrong 
with you?”, and “What 
should I do?” 

Instead, I should have 
pushed all my attention 
onto my daughter so that 
1) she could feel my 
concern and 
2) I could get more 
information to offer the 
right support.   

Obstacle 2: 
Judging

The judgmental part of me 
was wondering, “Why is she 
getting so upset over a little 
thing like this?” 

Judging shuts down 
empathy. I needed to 
put aside my view of the 
situation and get curious 
about my daughter’s 
view. What was making 
this hard for her?

Obstacle 3: 
Offering Solutions 

When I see a problem, 
my brain starts generating 
solutions. I had a million 
suggestions for my daughter 
—probably none of which 
were relevant. 

Instead, I could have 
listened and asked 
questions to understand 
the situation from her 
perspective. I could have 
asked, “How can I help?” 
and been open to her 
responses.

Obstacle 4: 
Fleeing Discomfort 

Negative emotions are 
uncomfortable. I just wanted 
to end her frustration, and 
my discomfort, quickly—
another reason to rush to 
solutions. 

Instead, I should have 
mustered the courage to 
sit with her and share that 
uncomfortable place, 
letting her feel all her 
emotions until she was 
ready to move on.  
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Self-Empathy
Deepak/Dick Sethi
CEO
Organic Leadership

When I first came to the US in the 1970s, I was 
greatly influenced by the seminal thinking of Carl 
Rogers, who introduced empathy through 
“Client Centered Therapy” in his book On 
Becoming A Person. Carl talked about the 
difference in listening to understand vs. listening 
to respond. That was the start of my exposure to 
and interest in the subject of empathy. 

Due to the carnage of COVID-19, empathy has 
recently taken center stage. But it is important to 
remember that the U.S. has a highly 
individualistic, detached culture, starting in 
childhood when individual children express little 
empathy. A study done in 2010 by Sara Konrath, 
a social psychologist in the field of empathy, 
found a major decline in empathy among young 
people who were becoming more narcissistic, 
in part due to social media and the alienation 
brought about by impersonal technology.  

Today, there is a lot of obligatory talk about 
empathy. It has almost become a fad. Since the 
onset of the virus, though, I have been keenly 
observing and researching how people actually 
display empathy to others, and it has become 
obvious to me that very few people have the 
necessary skills or temperament to provide 
genuine, authentic empathy in a skillful, positive 
manner. 

It certainly feels nice to receive empathy from 
friends, family, and even strangers. But to thrive, 
we need to cultivate a solid, actionable, and
measurable plan to develop the skill of 
Self-Empathy in ourselves and start teaching and 
role modeling empathy to all – especially 
children.  

Self-Empathy is the skill of providing empathy 
to our own selves at the right time, in the right 
measure, and in the most impactful, 
personalized manner that will have the best and 
most immediate effect on us.  

Self-Empathy is a mega talent that can be 
learned by mastering a variety of skills like 
self-awareness, mindfulness, emotional 
intelligence, visualization, self-talk, an attitude 
of gratitude and resilience, etc. These will take 
better root by having a daily practice of deep 
breathing (pranayama) followed by meditation. 
These two ancient Indian practices in turn 
reinforce the Buddhist principle of quieting the 
mind and making space for our innate wisdom to 
teach and guide us. 

We are at a crossroad like never before. 
Empathy offered by others, by organizations, 
and by ourselves (as Self-Empathy) will be 
needed in good measure – from the White 
House and every house – for us to overcome the 
scourge of COVID-19 and become a humane 
and happy society with a booming economy!
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Roger Addison

: Roger, you’ve joined almost every one of Elliott Masie’s & 
  Telly Leung’s Empathy Concerts since they began in April. 
  When you think about those sessions and what they evoke for 
  you, could you in one sentence say what empathy means to 
  you right now? 

Founder, Addison Consulting

: At this point, what empathy means to me is putting yourself in somebody else’s 
shoes or position and thinking about how they view something. 

: How might you be thinking about empathy differently now 
  than you did in the past?

: I’ve always tried to be empathetic in my thought process. I’ve always tried to 
think about how other people think and to feel their issues. A long time ago, I 
was mentored by Margo Murray, and she uses a really nice little phrase: “Pass 
it on”. She means passing on to others whatever you learn. From a mentoring 
standpoint, empathy is a really valuable skill. 

: Can you also say what empathy is NOT?

: That’s an excellent question. A lot of people get empathy and sympathy 
mixed up. If you have empathy, you often do have sympathy, especially if 
you think about this time we’re in, when there are so many people that are 
less advantaged than many of us. You can’t help but have sympathy for those 
people, but you also have to put yourself in their position to better 
understand their concerns. 



: Are there times when you find it more difficult to be 
  empathetic?

: I’ll tell you, what’s been very difficult for me is everything surrounding the 
recent election. It’s been challenging to think about being empathetic about 
some things that are happening. I try to think about how others are thinking and 
I’m trying to figure out how they can help me understand. Because I’m not quite 
getting it. Every week, I have a Zoom meeting with my family. Each Wednesday, 
we share how puzzled we are by the same things happening around us, because 
we all basically think alike. Unfortunately, we are not making any progress in our 
ability to understand.

: When empathy is aimed at employees, whether they are in 
  a physical workplace or they are at home working virtually, 
  what do you think empathy does for those who receive it? 
  And what does empathy do for those who give it?

: From the standpoint of a manager or leader, you must have empathy, 
especially when people are now working from home. There are so many 
competing things in their lives, so you must understand what is going on from 
their perspective: how they are interacting with their families on a daily basis, if 
their kids are in school or out of school, etc. Luckily, all my nieces and nephews 
are working right now, but I just talked to them and they’re actually putting in 
more work hours at home. 

It’s also important that people think about the bigger picture of how we are 
going to go forward in this pandemic. People are asking to have holidays with 
relatives and the scientists and doctors are saying to just hold off, and that’s 
really hard.

: Can you share some examples of empathy that has been 
  shown to you in in these past several months? 

: As I mentioned, my family has a weekly Zoom. It’s been an interesting 
experience, because it’s not that we didn’t see each other before (we all live 
fairly close), but now we see everybody each week. That actually changes our 
whole perspective on how we all feel about each other. That’s not to say we 
didn’t feel good about each other before, but I think this has actually brought 
us closer together. A strange outcome of the pandemic is that it’s brought 
many people together, even though we’re separated physically. I mean it’s 
brought me closer together with lots of different people all over the world. I 
think that’s a very interesting side effect.
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: Can you share some examples of how you have shown empathy to 
  others, whether they’re your clients or your family, etc.? 

: You know, it’s really interesting. I know one person that actually came down with the virus, 
which I think is pretty amazing. Thankfully, I’ve only known one person. But it got me to 
thinking that anybody can get this, so I try to think about other people and how they’re 
reacting to this whole strange environment we’re in. I have one niece who is by herself. 
(Well, she has two cats.) That’s very different from my other nieces and nephews who have 
children around. So, it’s just trying to think about how each of us is responding to our “stay 
in place” orders and recommendations.

Every day, I send out a message to people saying, “Good morning. How are you doing?” 
(I was actually doing this before COVID.) Now, people tell me that getting my note is one 
thing that makes them feel good, and I notice that they always send a note back to me and 
thank me for sending the messages. So, I think it works out both ways. I like doing it and 
people like receiving it. I send a lot of messages out every day to lots of different people 
(just short notices) and I get back nice notes. I think that’s just a way of keeping the 
conversation going and letting someone know you care how they’re doing.

: Do you feel like empathy has become more important in this 
  time of the pandemic, increased awareness of social issues, 
  the election, etc.? 

: I think it is more important, but I’m wondering about after this is over. Will people 
have that same feeling? I guess time will tell. I’m hoping we will. If you look at human 
behavior, it tends to be reinforced by what’s happening currently or in the past. It’ll 
be interesting to see what changes again. 

: Do you have any thoughts on or instances when empathy 
  can be kind of awkward?

: If I know someone, it’s easier to be empathetic, but at the same time, I think 
about the person working at the grocery store, for example, and all the things 
they have to put up with. So, I try my very best to make interactions with 
them easy on both of us. I haven’t had many interactions outside of Zoom, 
but I try to think of how those retail people are coping with customers
because I can imagine it’s pretty difficult. 
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: Looking ahead, what are your aspirations for empathy in the 
  workplace and in the world in general?

: Well, I’m hoping that people take this experience and learn from it: how they 
can not only spread empathy going forward, but how they can use it in their daily 
life. It’s been an interesting learning experience. You know, we haven’t had 
something like this in 100 years and not many people are around that were alive 
back then. I’m hoping that people will take what they’ve learned and apply it to 
their lives. 

I have traveled to over 50 countries and you see really different perspectives 
when you travel. You think about how other people respond to things. I have a 
friend who lives in South Africa and I’m in contact with her. Looking at the 
pandemic from her perspective, from a South African perspective, it’s pretty 
difficult right now. 

Since I travel a lot, I’ve also been re-vaccinated for things like polio. There’s a 
leap of faith with any vaccine, and especially the new ones for COVID-19. It’s 
hard to have faith because they are so brand new. There is some fear, so it will 
be interesting to see how that unfolds worldwide.

: Any final thoughts on the topic of empathy? 

: For me, the most interesting and meaningful part of Elliott’s Empathy 
Concerts is the music that goes along with the conversation. I love going to 
the theater. That’s a big thing that I miss. There’s a lot of music and art out 
there that is empathetic. I think about Sondheim. I love his work and I think 
he is somebody who really captures empathy well in his lyrics. If you listen to 
music that is empathetic in nature, you really think about other people. It’s an 
interesting capture that Elliott and Telly do, bringing in theater and the 
musical world to share their gifts with us and spur different ways of thinking 
about all that is happening in the world.
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Last April, I found out I have the BRCA2 gene mutation and have subsequently undergone several 
surgeries these past months to reduce my risk of cancer. My mom passed away in 2017 from breast 
cancer (she was almost 73) and for the 13 years she lived while battling it after her diagnosis, the 
    message we always received from doctors was that her cancer was
     “environmental”. Luckily, during a routine check, one of my doctors 
      suggested I do genetic testing. After I found out, my dad 
      then also got tested and because he is negative for the gene 
      mutation, we know that my mom definitely had it, though 
             she never knew that when she was alive. I have much more 
           empathy for her now, and for what she went through during 
           those 13 years, mentally and physically. I know she struggled 
            with thinking about what she did “wrong” (e.g., using 
              anti-perspirant, drinking from plastic water bottles, using a 
              microwave, etc.), which is a shame knowing she had the gene 
                                                            mutation. Having now gone through a lot of the same surgeries 
                                                               she did, for similar yet different reasons, I think about her (and 
                                                     anyone who is going through the same things) a lot – before, during, 
                                                and after the surgeries. I now know about “National Previvor Day”, and 
       coincidentally even had one of my surgeries on this day. I have definitely 
    grown as a person and I am extremely grateful to my family, friends, and 
    coworkers who are so supportive of my experience and journey.

Empathy Comes from 
Personal Experience
Stephanie Hemmert
Senior Attorney
Federal Government
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Elaine Jones
Senior Advisor, Enterprise Learning & Governance
Financial Services Industry

Empathy: 
The Universal Love Language

Empathy is a universal love language for all people: your 

family, friends, neighbors, coworkers, and community. We’ve 

been teaching our children about how important it is to lead 

with kindness. Very rarely will you have all the information 

and context in a particular situation, but if you choose to 

lead with empathy, kindness, and understanding, you’ll be 

better equipped to build relationships and help people in 

ways that matter to them. The Bible calls on us to love our 

neighbors. In today’s connected world, that’s a lot more 

than just the people who live next door! It doesn’t matter if 

you agree with someone or not. Showing empathy is about 

listening and seeing other viewpoints, even when they differ 

from your own. To be “salt and light” in this world, lead with 

kindness. Lead with empathy.
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Abigail Baugus

: In one sentence or one phrase, what does empathy mean to you?

Manager, Learning & Development
Walmart, Inc. – Sam’s Club

The definition I always go back to is trying to put yourself in someone else’s shoes and 
look at things from their perspective – with the understanding that you’ll never fully be 
able to get into their shoes, because their lived experiences are most likely pretty 
different from your own. That’s how I typically think of it and that’s a definition that’s 
evolved for me over time.

: Do you think of empathy differently now than you did in the past?

Definitely. My first exposure to the word empathy, if I remember correctly, was from a 
sci-fi/fantasy series I was reading in my younger days. In that series, empathy was a kind 
of magical ability or superpower. So, it’s definitely evolved from that, but I remember 
thinking that if I had a magical ability or superpower, that’s what I’d want it to be: to be 
able to really understand where someone else is coming from and kind of live the same 
type of experience that they’re going through to better understand them. 

Since then, it’s something that I’ve read and learned a lot about and tried to continue to 
understand better.

: You’ve been on some of our Empathy Concerts. What do they 
  evoke for you?
One of the biggest things is the feeling of community and togetherness, especially in 
a time when we’re so separated from other people physically. It’s nice to be in a group 
setting with different people, other than who I interact with day to day, and to be able 
to see the different ideas and perceptions coming through the chat as the concerts go 
on. Also, the word clouds we create about how we think about empathy expose me 
to some different ideas. They show me some different ways of thinking about either 
current events or just the word in and of itself. I’ve gained some new perspectives, so I 
really enjoy them. I especially enjoy getting to hear from other people in our industry.
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: Again, in one sentence or one phrase, what would you say empathy 
  is NOT?

: I’d say it’s not just giving a free pass. What I mean by that is, sometimes in the past, 
I thought that showing empathy to someone meant that I just excused a behavior or 
brushed over something like, “Well, that’s just because they’ve had a difficult 
experience.” Now, I look at it more like empathy is wanting to reach that place of 
understanding, but also help that person grow. It’s not just excusing a behavior and 
attributing it to being the sum of the experiences they’ve had or to being because of 
how they’re currently feeling. It’s wanting to come back to it later. Maybe take a step 
away or step back, but then come back and continue the discussion at another time, 
maybe when things have calmed down or there’s been some time for reflection. I’m a 
big fan of having time to process things.

: When empathy is aimed at employees, what do you think it does for  
  those who receive it, and what does it do for the people who give it?

: For those who receive it, they feel more enabled and empowered to bring their 
authentic selves to work. For the people who give that empathy, I think it opens the 
lines of communication and, maybe in some ways, makes things easier. If people feel 
like you’re trying to understand them and relate to them, they’ll be more open, honest, 
transparent, and ready to come to you if there’s an issue – at least more readily than 
they would if they felt like they were just going to get brushed off or if they felt like you 
weren’t coming from a place of trying to understand them.

: Can you share any examples of empathy that has been shown to 
  you in recent months?

: Absolutely. I’ve worked from home in the past. Back on one of my old teams, I had 
one day a week that was a work-from-home day, but I’d kind of gotten out of that 
habit and had gotten to where I was in the office all the time. I really got to where I 
didn’t enjoy working from home that much, so when we made the switch to remote 
work in March of 2020, it was kind of a shock to the system, especially full time, and my 
manager was just great. We did all kinds of stuff, especially in the beginning, to try and 
keep our team close (we have a really small team of five). We did lots of fun things, like 
having themed Zoom backgrounds for all our team meetings. We’d get to share 
something about ourselves, so that just helped us get to know each other a lot better 
and it kept us in close contact. Even though we were separated, we would have this 
time each day that we would get together and share any difficulties we were having. 

There has been a lot of flexibility given throughout the pandemic, but it was really 
helpful in the beginning, when I was struggling with being away from people and being 
relegated to the “catch-all” room, as I call it, in our house to serve as my office. The 
whole team is super understanding and reminds each other to get out and get some 
sunshine, go for a walk, and take time for ourselves, and that has continued throughout 
this time. 
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Recently, my mom has started having some health issues and, again, the team has 
just really stepped up and been super supportive: checking in on me, making sure 
everything’s ok, telling me to take time to decompress or take her to appointments, 
because they’ll cover meetings and do anything they can to help make this time a little 
easier. So, I’ve definitely felt a lot of empathy from my team and the company overall.

With the tragic murder of George Floyd this past year, the company came out with 
really strong statements about what isn’t acceptable, and made a commitment to 
making a difference. There’s been a lot of action taken, including standing up special 
work teams and groups to try and combat the injustices and inequities that, 
unfortunately, we still see in the world. I am really excited and passionate about that 
work, and I think it shows a lot of empathy from the company. The big focus right now 
on wellbeing and self-care is becoming a bigger and bigger push, which is not 
something I would have expected a year or two ago. I just feel like it’s a whole new 
world and that there’s a lot of good going on when we’re trying to understand others.

: Can you share recent examples of how you have shown empathy to 
  others?

: One thing that I’ve struggled with a little bit in my own development of empathy is 
that I tend to be a problem solver. I want to fix everything, and sometimes that’s not 
necessarily what someone who comes to you is looking for. So, I’ve tried to do a better 
job of just listening, or even asking, “Do you want me to try and find the solution or 
do you just need to vent?” – just to kind of set a level playing field for us, so that we’re 
both coming from the same place. I try to turn my brain off as they’re speaking so that 
I’m not thinking, “OK, how can we fix this and how can we make it better?” So that’s 
something I’ve been working on for myself, but I love to be a listener for people and for 
people to feel like they can come to me with issues or to just bounce ideas off of me. 
It’s just something I try to work into my daily life.

A specific example is that I have a friend who has been through some traumatic 
experiences in her life. One day she happened to be with me when something kind of 
triggered her to have an emotional response to something, and I could tell that she just 
wanted to talk through what she was feeling. I tried to just listen and if I felt like she got 
stuck, I would ask kind of a probing question to help her continue working through it in 
her mind. It was definitely the first time I’d ever experienced anything like that, so I was 
worried that I was going to do something wrong, but then after the event, I texted her 
and asked if there was anything I should have done differently. She said, “No, it 
was fine. You said just what I needed at the time.” So, I felt like that was hopefully the 
right approach: to give some time for processing and for me to think through how the 
event had unfolded, and then follow back up with her. I think it’s important to always 
try to learn more from the experiences that you have in those kinds of situations, so 
that the next time something similar happens, you’re a little better prepared.
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: Do you think empathy has become more important in this time of 
  all these coexisting crises? We’ve got the pandemic, racial and 
  social injustice, a really divisive election, the stress around people 
  getting vaccinated, etc. Do you think empathy is more important 
  now than previously?

: Yes, but I think it’s always been important, and I think it’s something that we always 
should have focused on more than we probably did. I think the conjunction of all these 
different crises has shined the spotlight on empathy, so hopefully now that it’s more top 
of mind for people, as things start to smooth out, we will continue to have this more 
empathetic mindset and focus vs. just going back to the way things used to be. I hope it 
stays top of mind for people and that we show more understanding and grace. “Grace” 
has kind of been my word of the last year: showing grace to people because I don’t 
know where they’re at. I really hope that this is something we continue to focus on as 
we move forward. 

: Do you ever feel like there are instances where empathy can be 
  awkward?

: I can be a bit of an overthinker. In trying to show empathy and put myself in someone 
else’s shoes, I sometimes spend a little too much time in my own head. I sometimes 
worry if I am really getting into the right pair of shoes! Like I mentioned earlier, I’m never 
going to be able to fully relate to an experience or how someone feels about an 
experience, because I haven’t had that same history. So, I can over analyze things, and 
that can make empathy a little awkward.

: Looking ahead, what are your aspirations for empathy, in your 
  workforce and in the world at large?

: By now, we recognize how important empathy is and what a difference it can make 
in the world. I think it just brings more understanding and grace for life. For example, I 
don’t have kids, so the virtual school thing hasn’t impacted me directly, but I have a 
sister who has kids and I have a brother who has a toddler, plus I was a teacher once 
upon a time. All those different pieces kind of give me a little bit of a dip of the toe into 
what virtual schooling could be like. So, when I’m on a meeting with somebody and 
their kids are running wild in the background, I’ve asked to meet the kids! We just work 
it into the meeting. There’s no real training emergency and nothing we’re talking about 
is going to end the world, so we just take it one day at a time. That attitude makes 
things so much nicer and more relaxed in my work environment, with people being 
flexible and giving that grace and understanding. I’ve loved getting to meet people’s 
kids (and their cats and their dogs). It’s always felt like a family at work, but it feels even 
more like a family after the past year, with everyone being so understanding and kind 
to each other. I hope that continues, and I hope it spreads.

I just think the world would be a lot better place if we put more focus on having 
empathy for one another.



Judy Murray
Director, Animal Welfare Training 

Charles River Laboratories

Empathy. Sympathy. Compassion. 
These are words that have swirled around my 
universe for as long as I can remember. Working 
in caring fields, both for humans and animals, 
these are facets of how I navigate daily. Empathy 
and sympathy have often gone together, but as I 
have studied the effects of trauma and 
secondary traumatic stress, I realize that sympathy 
is not what people need. Empathy – being able 
to recognize another’s pain, distress, or world 
view and find something in myself that allows me 
to see their perspective and be in the moment 
with them (whether person or animal) – is the key 
to truly connecting with those around me. 
Compassion, an emotional response to real or 
perceived suffering that evokes a desire to help, 
is present in both humans and animals. What I 
have seen amplified in 2020 is the need for 
empathy and compassion in the face of 
unprecedented challenges: a perfect storm of 
health, economic, racial, political, and global 
upheaval. I would argue that empathy and 
self-compassion need to become parts of our 
personal and professional approaches to move 
us forward into a post-COVID-19 world. 

In my role as Director of Animal Welfare Training, 
empathy and compassion are at the heart of my 
team’s efforts to build resiliency and combat 
compassion stress and fatigue prevalent in our 
industry. We connect with liaisons at our sites – 
frontline leaders, supervisors, and human 
resource professionals – to create an emotionally 
engaged culture that recognizes the normal costs 
of caring that are part of our work. This includes 
development of peer counseling skills based on 
empathic listening, operational changes, 
engagement activities, and training 
opportunities. Practicing empathic listening 
creates genuine connections that help tap into 
others’ passions. Why do they want to come to

Empowering Resilient 
Workers with Empathy

work every day and how can we support their 
growth? Part of this effort is encouraging 
self-compassion that makes room for the 
challenges people are facing today (e.g., 
supporting kids as they navigate remote, hybrid, 
and in-person learning; caring for parents and 
loved ones; coming back on site after being a 
remote worker; becoming a remote worker; and 
other challenges in their communities). 

Recognizing that we all wear many hats that are 
impacted by events around us, people leaders and 
learning professionals have an amazing 
opportunity to bring empathy and compassion to 
the workplace. Practicing empathic listening builds 
connections, empowers people to find their own 
capacity to effect change, and builds resiliency in 
our workforce.
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I believe empathy is a learned skill. We learn it 
from our families, teachers, and friends; however, 
it really hits home when life knocks us sideways. 
Once we have been in a difficult situation, we 
start to understand and empathize with others 
going through the same or similar life events. As 
we gain more life experience, we gain more 
empathy for those around us. Life is hard. 
Everyone is just trying to make it. Some people 
simply have better coping mechanisms than 
others.

Empathy can change the way we relate to our 
co-workers, family, and friends. It can increase 
our patience, especially when we realize that 
others view things (and even life) differently. We 
might not know that they are being abused, have 
a long-term illness, or are grieving the loss of a 
parent. But if we are empathetic and truly listen, 
we are more likely to learn what they are going 
through. Empathy allows us to reach deeply into 
another’s soul and connect on a more personal 
level. When we are empathetic, others feel that 
we know and understand them.  

Empathy is a 
Learned Skill
Heather C. Morrow
Director, Project Management and Training
Loeb & Loeb LLP

Unfortunately, empathy is not always a two-way 
street; there are those who have not learned this 
skill. We can only hope that leading by example 
and showing them empathy will help them learn.

I am more empathetic when I remember that 
there is a young person inside each of us who just 
wants to be loved, no matter what situations we 
find ourselves in.

Our experiences are the building blocks of who 
we are and who we will become in the future.
Leveraging empathy can make our journeys 
sweeter. Being open and accepting of what 
others have gone through might save us from 
going through the same things or help prepare us 
for how we will handle our own futures.

Although we can plan where we want to be 5-10 
years from now, life has a way of redirecting us.  
Having empathy for ourselves and the situations 
we find ourselves in allows us to grow, even in 
times of great trials, stress, fear, and sadness.
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Telly Leung

: You have co-hosted all of our Empathy Concerts. 
  What do those evoke for you?

Broadway Actor, Producer, Teacher 
& Empathy Concert Co-Host

: Every time I participate in our EMPATHY events, I am left energized and inspired by 
our time together. We all lead such busy lives, especially during COVID when we are 
jumping from one virtual meeting to the next, leaving little time in between to “turn 
off”. We take less vacations. We don’t have that commute to decompress and 
“turn off” after a long day of work at the office. To take an hour to dissect the 
nature of empathy and the power it has to change all aspects of our lives for the 
better is a reminder of our common humanity, and puts our crazy, ever-changing 
lives into perspective. When we take the time to truly understand what someone 
else may be going through (especially during times of uncertainty), we gain a 
clearer picture of our own lives and come to a conclusion that we reach over 
and over again during these sessions: we may face daunting challenges during 
these uncertain times, but we do not face those challenges alone. Empathy 
reminds us we are never alone, no matter how alone we may feel. 

: In one sentence or phrase, what does empathy mean to 
  you? And please expand on that.  

: Empathy is an attempt to understand someone else’s feelings outside of 
your own. 

As an actor, it is a necessary part of my profession. Empathy is something I 
do eight times a week on a Broadway stage. I stop thinking of my own 
perspectives and needs. For the course of the play, I attempt to see the 
world through the eyes of the character I’m playing. Actors make it their 
life-long craft to get closer and closer to our characters’ truth, and the first 
step we take is to look at the actions of our characters without preconceived
judgements. Acting 101 teaches us that the actor must never judge or label 
our characters as “good” or “evil”. Every villain thinks they are the hero of the 
story, and that all their actions are morally justified. In order to get into the 
heart and mind of the characters I play, I must employ empathy and tap into 
each character’s humanity. 
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: In one sentence, what is empathy NOT?

: Empathy is not “a given”. It should be, but it simply isn’t.

Empathy takes constant effort. It is much easier to just worry about ourselves and 
our needs alone. In order to understand someone else and how they see the 
world, we must take a moment to stop considering our own perspectives and 
remove ourselves from the picture. It’s a necessary and conscious first step we 
must all take if we want to empathize with someone else. 
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: When empathy is aimed at employees in the workforce/
  workplace, what does it do for those who receive it, and what 
  does it do for those who give it? 

: I would never consider COVID a blessing, but one good thing that might come
from it is the collective recognition of empathy as an important leadership skill 
– whether your workplace is the theater or the boardroom. Empathy is
something that theater artists do naturally because it is a part of our work. It
is highly validating to know that this valuable skill we have spent our entire
lives honing and sharpening is something so sought after now as we face the
“post-pandemic unknown” together.

I went to Carnegie Mellon University to study musical theater and acting at the 
school of drama, which was part of CMU’s CFA, which stands for “college of fine 
arts”. CMU was also known to be a great school of engineering and architecture, 
and other university students would make snide remarks about us in CFA. “CFA 
stands for ‘can’t f**king add’”, they’d scoff. There was a misconception that 
somehow the skills we learned in acting class had less “real-world value” than the 
skills they were learning as they were coding apps and designing buildings. I’m 
sure many of those engineers and architects have since learned that they, too, 
need empathy in order to be successful at their jobs. After all, what value does an 
app have if the coder doesn’t put themself in the shoes of the user? What good 
is a building if the architect doesn’t use empathy to try and understand how the 
building will be utilized? 

My roommate in college, Peter, was a great performer. After he graduated, he 
decided to follow in his parent’s footsteps and go into medicine. He’s currently 
working at Sloan-Kettering Memorial Hospital with cancer patients. A few years 
ago, our acting teacher became a patient, and we would sit and visit with her. 
Forever the acting teacher, she watched Peter go from patient to patient and 
remarked how present he was, emotionally, with each and every patient (including 
herself). She said, “You learned that in acting class. You’re using acting, and you 
don’t even know it. You make each person feel like they are the only person that 
matters in that moment and you make them feel important.” That was empathy in 
action. 



: Can you share examples of empathy that have stood out to 
  you in recent months?

: The pandemic has left the Broadway industry devastated. Our future job prospects,
financial stability, and health insurance are all on shaky ground. And yet, members of the 
theatrical community are the first to jump up and volunteer or lend a voice to charitable 
causes – even when they themselves are faced with uncertainty. I’ve found these acts of 
selflessness truly inspiring. This is a scary time to call oneself a professional theater artist, 
but I’ve also never felt prouder of that job title.
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Empathy is now being demanded of our leaders. We now want our leaders to have the 
ability (and humility) to value each and every person’s experience. For those who receive 
empathy from their leaders, they get the sense that they are not facing the future alone. 
They feel supported and understood. This makes for happier and more productive 
employees and creates a culture at the workplace that is ripe for collaboration and open 
communication.  

For those who give empathy, it’s more than an opportunity to learn about someone 
else’s experience. It is also an opportunity to stop obsessing about our own 
stress-inducing problems and gain some perspective. The act of giving empathy is 
a generous act of acknowledgment to someone else that they are not alone. Deep 
down, the giver would like that same act of generosity to come back to them 
– karmically – when they need to feel supported. Empathy begets empathy. It’s a cycle 
of understanding and humanity.  

: Can you share examples of how you have shown empathy to others?

: I consider our EMPATHY events we produce together to be acts of empathy. Actors
are storytellers and hearing other people’s stories is how we get others to empathize. 
The theater is an agent of empathy. Theater artists use fictional characters, songs, 
music, dance, etc. as storytelling techniques to stoke an emotional response from 
the audience. My goal, as both a theater artist and teacher, is that we all leave the 
theater (or the classroom) seeing and engaging the world differently.  

: Has empathy become more important in this time of crises 
  like the pandemic, increased awareness of racial injustice, the 
  U.S. election, etc.?
: The act of wearing a mask is the most visible act of empathy in our daily lives
now. Yes, a mask protects us from getting infected, but its other main function is 
to protect other people from getting sick. It has forced all of us (well, most of us) 
to consider the health and well-being of someone else when we put on a mask to 
leave the house.

The summer of 2020 and the Black Lives Matters movement laid bare the social 
and racial injustice that pervades all parts of our society. Our discussions about 
empathy in relation to COVID in the spring primed us to have a hard and difficult



: Are there instances where empathy is awkward?

: I always like to clarify that empathy is an attempt to understand someone else’s 
truth. As a Chinese American cis male, I will never fully understand what it is truly 
like to be a trans Black woman (for example), no matter how empathetic of an 
actor I am. Empathy gets awkward when we assume that our empathy gives us 
the complete picture. It never will. But it’s the act that counts. It’s the intention 
behind that attempt.  

reckoning with our own racial biases in the summer. We are all striving to be more 
empathetic to gain a better understanding of how racial inequality affects all of us.

The U.S. election and the results revealed what we have long known: we are a 
divided nation that has, for too long, only spoken to people in our own “bubbles”. 
These bubbles are self-created, but they are also a result of the divisiveness sown 
by political leaders and social media algorithms. The 2020 election was a clear 
choice between two very distinct visions for America. One candidate preached “us 
vs. them” and the other spoke of “unity” and “being a president for all 
Americans.” I, for one, am glad that the candidate that led with empathy won. 

: Looking ahead, what are your aspirations for empathy in your 
  workforce and workplace, and the world?

: COVID has forced all of us to take an intermission. We have the opportunity to 
reset, reboot, and restart with a better understanding of how vital empathy is in 
our lives. Corporations and businesses (and yes, even Broadway) have sometimes 
valued profits over people. I think we have a rare opportunity to collectively 
decide that moving forward in a “business as usual” manner, without empathy, 
will not benefit us in the long run. Rebooting with empathy as a priority is not only 
good for corporate office culture but also for culture overall. Theater artists will 
continue to use our talents and platforms to be agents of empathy. 
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 The pandemic has forced us to reflect with absolute 
intention and prioritize based on human-centered principles. 
Gone are the days of “one size fits all”. Empathy enables us to act 
in ways that are aligned with our values, our mission, and our 
purpose, and requires authenticity, vulnerability, and honesty. “

“

- Erin DeStefanis
Manager, Corporate Training, 
Freedom Mortgage



The Gift of Empathy
Nicole Clark
Paralegal
Allstate 
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Empathy is expressed in many ways. It can be a shoulder to cry on, 
an ear to listen, a suggested podcast, a colleague asking if you are okay, or 
an employer making adjustments because they understand your circumstances. Being there for a 
person – really being there and being present in that moment, to notice and listen to someone 
regardless of what they are expressing – is empathy. Showing empathy doesn’t require you to know a 
person; just that you hear the words they are saying.  

I am a working mom with a husband and two young children (1st grade and 6th grade). Being a 
woman and having multi-cultural children allows me to see that all people are not presented with the 
same opportunities. It is important to acknowledge and be uncomfortable with the lack of equality 
surrounding us. As a white woman in her 40’s, recognizing that I am more likely to be accepted, hired, 
and/or promoted over a black or minority woman is necessary for me to show empathy towards what 
others are facing. Having empathy around inclusion, diversity, and equality allows me to support 
change for the future through educating myself and my children on how our behavior and actions 
impact our community and world.

I am very fortunate that our family has not suffered from job loss, income changes, food insecurities, 
etc. I work for an organization that went from 5,000 designated remote workers to approximately 
80,000 remote workers and that has truly cared for and supported employees’ personal wellbeing and 
new family/school structure. During these unprecedented times, Allstate has provided free learning 
opportunities, personal growth seminars, lifeworks counseling sessions, and more to all employees 
and their family members. This support reminds me that there are so many who don’t have the same 
opportunities and circumstances. As we look outside our homes, empathy allows us to be cognizant 
of the realities that others are experiencing as well as their needs, which might be very different from 
our own. 

The gift of empathy is free! Each of us can show it and give it. I am encouraged by the ways 
communities, organizations, and individuals have chosen to rise up, to take a moment to pause and 
embrace the differences in what each of us is feeling, experiencing, and bringing to the table. One 
person lending a hand of understanding and acceptance can transcend our differences and bring us 
closer together. You never know the positive impact empathy will have on someone. It truly is the gift 
that keeps on giving.
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Empathy is in the professional DNA of learning practitioners. Extending that ability to see, listen, and 
understand can also help us engage more meaningfully with others and ourselves. 

A Profession and Practice
Learning professionals design and deliver effective, enjoyable training because they care and attend to 
others’ perspectives. The simplest way to practice empathy, in or out of a class, is always with respectful 
kindness, giving others the benefit of the doubt. For those who appreciate frameworks, The Business 
Model book’s Empathy Map presents a formal, person-centric structure. Contemplating what someone 
thinks, feels, hears, says, does, sees, fears, and measures as success helps open the door to different 
perspectives. We love those movies and parables about schoolteachers who literally change lives by 
supporting their students’ distinct needs. We each have stories about times we pivoted in our work to 
make a difference (e.g., a colleague builds applications to teach fast-food operators with voice-activated 
tablets, so they don’t have to wash their hands and interrupt their work). I recall “under-30 me” teaching 
40+ year-olds who struggled with their computer display settings and painfully small on-screen labels. 
While I literally didn’t see the problem, my empathy for the stress those learners felt triggered a response, 
and honoring their needs meant adding a lesson about adjusting display defaults. I’m grateful for the 
lessons and courses that got me to that point, and the many that have helped me this year.

Learning 
Despite all the demands on our schedules, now is the time to learn new skills and revisit “old” ones, like 
communication skills. Working from home and sharing our personal lives broadly during these challenging 
times require tools and skills for connecting authentically and unapologetically. LinkedIn Learning, 
Skillsoft, Harvard Manage Mentor, Udemy, YouTube, and others host outstanding communications (and 
other) course content. Forbes, Wired, Fast Company, and other e-zines push continuous helpful news, 
notes, and how-to’s. And we need to practice empathy for ourselves, surfacing our own needs for support. 
For that, Brené Brown’s, Angela Duckworth’s, and other podcasts are terrific! Taking Zoom-hosted personal 
development and exercise courses, as well as attending group gatherings and concerts, inspires and fuels 
me in ways that TV binging and fiction don’t.

Doing More
The calling to make a difference, help others grow, accommodate unanticipated needs, find answers, and 
learn while doing are all skills typically found among those in the learning field. There is also a shared 
outlook that empathy is a choice about how to interact with other people, embodied by this truism: 
“Everyone has something to teach; everyone has something to learn.” This is a critically important 
perspective for our times, to extend beyond our work and into our lives. It will help us embrace plurality 
and find common ground with our colleagues, friends, family, and local and global communities. We’ve 
learned so much in this past year, and we’ll survive and thrive with empathy and action.

Missy Parks
Elixir Business Adoption Lead: HomeServices of America, Inc.

Empathy in 
Profession, Practice, 
and Lifelong Learning

41

https://bmtoolbox.net/tools/empathy-map/


Lori Adams
Director, Talent & Learning

Coca-Cola Beverages Florida
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In our world today, we are more connected than ever. Many 
people, including young children, have smart devices, stable 
internet connections, and can connect almost anywhere. From 
a technology standpoint, the shift to virtual hasn’t been easy, 
but it has been manageable. 

But what about a workforce that doesn’t need to be 
“connected” to do their jobs? I’ve been in many industries 
(e.g., manufacturing, distribution, retail) where most of the 
workforce is on a warehouse/production/sales floor or driving 
over the road (OTR). These employees have no need for a 
personal computer for daily activities. Their pre-pandemic daily 
routine involved face-to-face briefings and the occasional visit 
to a training room or a shared computer to take training. These 
shared computers are often the oldest of a company’s assets 
and may not even support the required technologies for a 
virtual learning experience (e.g., camera/microphone, 
high-speed connection). This audience is now being forced 
into the online world for meetings, communications, and 
training. Not only are they not equipped with the knowledge 
of how to effectively use the virtual toolset, but they may not 
even have the technology to support it. 

As learning leaders, we must have empathy and awareness of 
the technological landscape of our organizations! This 
combination will help us to better support these learners, 
either through accommodations for technology limitations or 
by working with IT and the organization to address them. If 
we’re going to succeed long-term in virtual learning for 
everyone within an organization, the solution must be two-fold: 
1) address the technology and equipment limitations, and 
2) focus on educating the workforce on how to use the 
technologies.

Empathy for 
New, Ill-Equipped 
Digital Learners

 Empathy is the ability 
to breathe somebody else’s air. 
And then come back to 
yourself to appreciate the 
different perspective. “

“

- Kathy Tague

“
“

 Empathy is more 
critical than ever when we 
have to reach through time 
and space to connect with 
people.

- Nigel Paine
Presenter, Learning Now TV

Learning Leader



Since the start of the pandemic, many traditional 
workspaces have given way to home “offices”, 
meaning we open our homes to virtual colleagues. 
This new vulnerability has made empathy an even 
more imperative leadership capability, one that 
employee engagement depends on.  

Empathy for and from each other is a way to fulfill 
our needs. That is why leaders, parents, politicians, 
and those with influence need to approach others 
with increased empathy and understanding. 

Human needs include membership, order, and 
meaning. Membership can be established with a 
family, group, culture, or team. Order (or structure) 
is understood when we know where we belong 
and have a sense of direction. Meaning is found 
when we value what we do so that we have a 
sense of purpose. These needs are now intensified 
due to our increased uncertainty and fears.   

Our organization has embarked on a virtual 
leadership series to enhance our leaders’ 
capabilities in these uncertain and challenging 
times. Our first session focused on “engaging with 
a sense of belonging”. One of its focus areas is 
leading with a more personalized connection to 
each employee through more personal, 
one-on-one discussion to understand how they 
are coping and working in the new normal. While 
empathy and listening have always been important, 
they are even more critical in our direct reporting 
relationships, and we are emphasizing that 
everyone has different needs.   

Employees’ unique workspaces need to be 
considered in each work assignment. We ask our

Empathy: 
A Leadership 
Imperative

Lisa Cannata
Sr. Director Training

Kroger Specialty Pharmacy

leaders to consider each of their associate’s 
readiness to work remotely, comfort with their new 
workspace, and individual needs – all to enable a 
good working environment.

We remind leaders that varying life circumstances 
may impede work/life balance and productivity, 
and empathy plays a huge part in setting proper 
expectations. We ask them to consider each 
employee’s work performance and use regular 
communications to understand what they are 
working on and if they need help.   

Team dynamics also play a role in virtual 
engagement and empathy. It is important for 
leaders to know how much their employees are 
relying on and connecting with each other. 
Leaders should encourage virtual connection by 
assigning work projects that create opportunities 
for employees to connect and support each other. 
Consider how much interaction and connection 
we had in the office workspace! We encourage 
our leaders to foster that same connection among 
employees now, to solve problems and support 
each other.

A leader’s connection to and support of virtual 
teams is reliant on how empathetic they can be 
and how they cultivate relationships with their 
employees. Empathy is imperative for today’s 
leaders and will continue to be essential as the 
workplace evolves. 
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Mark Wagner

: Can you define what empathy means to you in a sentence or 
  two?

VP of Learning, Quality and Leadership 
The Hartford

: A single sentence would be, “Making an emotional connection with someone else.” 
That’s really the essence of it. Referring back to the concerts, I think that through music 
we are connecting a bunch of people emotionally, and we don’t have to verbalize it. If 
you’re using music, the music in and of itself makes that emotional connection. It’s not 
a bunch of people demonstrating they care about each other. It’s just happening in 
the music.
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: How might you be thinking about empathy differently now than 
  you did in the past?

: There are three interesting elements here:

I’ve been in insurance all of my life, so empathy comes up a lot because it is 
needed when bad things happen to people. We need to be ready to show that 
empathic response, but then also make an empathic connection. 

Fast forward to 2020 where we have a global pandemic and people are getting 
sick in unimaginable ways. We have been forced into a world that’s virtually 
connected and, in the insurance world, we’re dealing with people that are getting 
sick with COVID. We are having to make that empathic connection with them. 

But empathy is really more pronounced even with our staff and our employees. 
We are all virtual and everyone’s working from their homes. You now have that 
internal need to make the empathic connection with your employees, and that 
almost doubles the effort that everybody has to put out. It just really brought 
empathy to the forefront. You are coming into people’s homes and that’s an 
emotional thing for a lot of people. When I connect with somebody in their 
home, that’s a different kind of connection that I’ve got to take into consideration.



: What would you say empathy is NOT?

: I always say that empathy is not sympathy. There’s a lot more effort that goes 
into making sure that you’re giving the right empathic response and not just 
diving into sympathy. Sympathy can be very taxing on an individual if they’re 
always getting down into the same space as the person they are dealing with. 
They’re not going to be able to handle all the trauma that’s around them or the 
things that people need. 

I think what empathy does is very healthy. It allows you to feel what the other 
person is feeling and respond back to them. Then, both of you know that you’re 
on the same page versus getting into that same trough that might come from 
sympathy.

: When empathy is aimed at employees in the workplace,  
  whether that’s a physical/in-person workplace or a virtual one, 
  what do you think it does for those who receive it and what 
  do you think it does for those who are giving it?

: I think there are two perspectives. In a work world, it’s very easy just to deal 
with the tangible output from an employee: their performance, their metrics, 
what they’re doing. That’s very objective, but as long as you’re looking at the 
subjective, which is the emotional side of their life, you’re showing that you care 
about them in a complete way: both emotionally and about the tangible things 
they’re doing for the company. If you leave that whole emotional piece out, 
you’re only giving them half the message. 

I think everyone already knew that leaders or those who run a company need 
that piece of the puzzle, but what happened with the pandemic has just 
magnified that need. You can’t just leave that emotional piece of a person’s life 
out of what they give you in a work setting. So, we’re all on kind of high alert that 
we have to do it today, and if there’s anything serendipitous that can come out 
of us all going remote and dealing with a global pandemic, I think it’ll bring that 
part of the work environment out more in the open.

: Can you share any examples of empathy that has been shown 
  to you in recent months, whether by an individual or your 
  organization?
: The role that I have here as the community engagement person for The Hartford 
has been completely turned on its head, and I’m dealing with a lot of nonprofits 
that we engage with in the community. Their response back to me as I check in on 
them has been completely empathic. They can’t believe that I’m taking the time 
out to check on them. It’s been really encouraging to hear their response that it 
means so much to them that I’m reaching out right now. Many of those 
organizations have a lot of volunteering going on, and as we figure out different 
ways to help them during this holiday season, the outpouring of appreciation and 
knowing that we care about them has just really lifted me in that role. 
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: And can you share additional examples of how you are showing 
  empathy to others, whether that’s in an organizational way for 
  different groups of employees or whether that’s to individual team 
  members?
: What comes to mind are the many people dealing with their entire families now being 
thrust back into the home. There are kids in one room going to school, and there’s a 
husband in another makeshift work environment. Then there’s a wife who works for me, 
who is dealing with all of that. I have to recognize it and tell her, “I can’t imagine the 
amount of stress you’re under to have to deal with everything that you do for me on top 
of everything at home.” That’s almost become just a natural message now. When people 
need a break, I let them know, “I need you to de-stress yourself. Take a day off or stop at 
two o’clock or stop at three o’clock.”

Something that’s a little more tangible is that I have had employees that have gotten 
COVID and have had to deal with that. I always make a point to reach out to them and say, 
“I know you’re not feeling well, so how ARE you feeling? Let’s talk about it.” Once you let 
them know you’re thinking about them and you show that you care through your words, 
that helps keep them going and lifted up.

I’ve also had employees whose relatives have died because of COVID. It’s just so 
important to reach out and let them know that you’re thinking about them. You can’t 
imagine what grief that must cause, and there is the whole aspect of not being able to 
have a typical funeral. They can’t mourn the same way and, logistically, they’re going to 
need more time to deal with it. 

I never thought I’d have to deal with those things, but they’re here and you’ve got to 
deal with them and get yourself prepared to respond the right way. 

: Has empathy become more important in this time of the 
  pandemic, increased social awareness, the election, etc.?

: Well, I think there’s a growing expectation that people who have both their 
tangible and emotional needs met are probably going to be in a better place if
you’re dealing with them directly. We’re even looking at the potential to measure 
this on an empathy index when we interact with our customers. There’s not a lot of 
work that’s been done in that space, but we’re trying to figure out through our 
current ways of serving people if there is a way that we can build something that 
tells an employee they’re at “X” percentage or a “.89” in terms of how they show 
empathy to people. Our expectations are growing as an organization, and I 
always want to just bring it back to the fact that we’ve always been counted on 
to do that. When somebody’s house floats away, we have to be at the top of our 
game around that. Now, with heightened awareness, I’m almost starting to 
develop a top talk track of, “We have to be perfect.” So, that’s one aspect. 

The other aspect is that as we automate some of our work, our touch points with 
the customers decrease. That will probably lead to more conflict, because if a 
claim is going through the system in an automated way without a problem,
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that’s everybody’s expectation. They know they’re going to get their issue taken 
care of and don’t really have to talk to anybody. As long as everything works out, 
they’re going to get their life fixed. However, if there’s a kick-out, we will have to 
intervene. That intervention probably means there’s something wrong, so we have 
to be at the top of our game not to alarm people and to use empathy to make sure 
they’re not alarmed. Secondly, if it is a conflict that needs to be addressed, we need 
to communicate that we understand what they’re going through and approach that 
in the right way so as not to escalate an issue or conflict. 

So, yes: it’s interesting that there is increased awareness around empathy and that 
we’re driving it harder in our organization. I have retooled empathy learning 
experiences for every line of business we have, and it’s an expectation that we get 
very good at that before the automation pieces start to hit the floor.

: Do you think when we get past this time of so many 
  converging crises we’ll still see as much of a focus on empathy 
  as we do right now?
: I always want to point out that as we use artificial intelligence and augmentation 
in our jobs, there’s clearly going to be a focus on empathy. I’ll be interested to see 
what happens from a leadership perspective. Is empathy just heightened by our 
current circumstances or are we going to look at leaders differently going 
forward? I would bet yes: we’ll look at them differently going forward. We’ve 
always had that emotional intelligence quotient that drives to this a little bit, but 
it hasn’t become a permanent expectation of our leaders. I don’t know if the word 
empathy is going to be on the tip of everybody’s tongue, but that might not be 
a bad thing. If empathy just happens and we start to expect it, that’s good. We 
don’t have to talk about it as much. We’ll have hit that tipping point where it just 
becomes part of the way we are.

: Being in the insurance industry and, as you said, dealing with 
  people who are upset and in fragile states of mind, are there 
  instances where empathy is awkward?
: For our people, it’s awkward when they can’t give the customer exactly what 
they want or fully meet their emotional needs. Really, all you can tell an employee 
is to continue responding empathically until the customer feels very comfortable 
that the employee knows how emotional their situation is. Then, they can at least 
deal better with the tangible, but that can be awkward because the employee 
needs that clear signal from the other person that their emotional needs have 
been met – to the extent the employee can meet them – and now let’s deal with 
the real issue. That’s probably the most awkward thing, because we know that, 
many times, tangibly we can’t meet everything that their emotion is telling them 
they need.

Even with COVID, there are disability issues: our employees are trying to figure 
out the level of disability for customers, who are scared. They know that this 
could go really bad at some point for them and we just have to let them know 
that we’re all trying to figure this new thing out. We tell them we’re going to help 
them as much as we can and through their disability determine when they’re 
ready to get back to work, but we’re all still very much trying to figure it out. And 
yes, that’s awkward. If you break an arm, there’s a lot of research to say when
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you’ll be ready to go back to work, what the therapy is for that, when it’s going to heal, etc. 
What do you tell people when they have this very mysterious illness that strikes people 
differently? That’s harder.

: Looking ahead, what are your aspirations for empathy in your 
  workforce and, beyond that, the world?

: I want our workforce to develop a very natural approach to empathy. I don’t want it to
be unnatural. I still like the idea of making empathy measurable. Can we measure it and 
be able to say that we know great empathic responses when we see them? We’re willing 
to help everybody be that good and I hope we can get to that level of perfection. I don’t 
know if we ever will, but like I said, as we automate more of the job, empathy is going to be 
more and more critical. Looking down the road, I want to be able to help people who are 
younger and new to the workforce develop empathy skills early on. I think they understand 
how important dealing with an emotional person is, and I want them to be able to do it 
better. We have to have those sandboxes in our high schools and in our colleges, because 
that’s going to be a very valuable skill. I don’t think they’re getting the practice with it that 
they need. 

A lot of the data that’s now coming out about people from my generation says that 
many of us had a job when we were 16 or 17. We had a way to ease into and learn how 
use empathy and respond the right way. Today, those jobs are being occupied by 
twenty-somethings. As a sixteen-year-old, you’re not going to get a barista job, or 
many other jobs, so you aren’t getting those experiences that teach you how to 
respond when an emotion hits with another person. We definitely need to provide 
sandboxes and experiences so young people can practice that more often.

: Anything else you’d like to add about efforts around empathy at 
  The Hartford or additional perspectives of your own on empathy?

: Just that, when you look at skills for the future, you would never expect to see at
the top of the list “empathy and communication”. You’d never think you would see 
that, but lo and behold, that’s what we’re seeing. When we look at skills for the 
future, empathy always rises to the top and I truly believe it. There is no evidence 
that tells me that it’s not going to be there as we use more technology in future jobs.
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“

Empathy is more important than ever in our workplaces. For years, we have 
already had the conversations about understanding our customers. In fact, many of 
us understand our “customer’s journey” as they engage with our brands. The 
challenge of today is to apply that thinking to our colleagues, friends, and everyone 
we meet. Can you walk a mile in their shoes? Do you respect that their opinions may 
be very different from yours, and as a result present a real LEARNING opportunity 
   to find a better result or new ways of thinking? Empathy means living that mindset 
         every day.

- Rob Lauber
Former CLO of McDonald’s Corp
CEO & Founder of XLO Global LLC



Empathy in Action
 Ray Moos
Moos Holdings 
NSW Australia

There are four aspects to empathy that I think are essential to its viability. Empathy requires us to 
keep moving, keep improving, keep caring, and keep sharing. Empathy is an active and
interactive process that starts with caring for yourself, so you have energy and motivation to help 
others.

In times of chaotic change, movement is critical to survival. If you are moving, you can alter direction 
easily. If you have stopped, you need to overcome inertia both mentally and physically to respond 
and move. Due to lockdowns, our contact with others is limited, and so is our movement. One 
creative way that a friend of mine sought to stay moving was to engage with out-of-work men who 
stopped to speak with him while he was busking (street performing). This led to the formation of an 
informal men’s gathering to provide support for each other. Sadly, it began with tragedy as one of 
the invited men took his life the night before the first meeting. But that served to steel our resolve to 
keep moving and do something to support the men we were encountering in our new limited
interaction space.

Out of this experience, my wife and I have deliberately sought to improve our contact with others, 
both online and face-to-face (where permitted). We now have several intentional groups that we meet 
with informally to keep improving our empathy capacity. This has led to regular meetings to support 
each other in caring and sharing. Workers in all workplaces have been challenged through the 
changes the pandemic has brought. There are many workers who are silent and separated from 
others but urgently need support. We are aiming to increase our empathy by continuing to move, 
continuing to improve, continuing to care, and continuing to seek opportunities to share with others 
each day. 
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Without question, the global pandemic has rocked most of the world. Be it person, business, community, 
or country, we’ve all been united by adversity, but also by our decisions and actions as we’ve navigated 
this first-in-a-century global health crisis. 

As a parent, community leader, and senior HR executive of a 30,000+ global organization, there is one 
north star that has guided me through this unprecedented time: “Treasuring Trust and Embracing 
Empathy” (aka the new T&E). This star has shone through all the haze and guided my every move. It’s 
been that critical. While I feel blessed that I can take care of my family, my immediate concern has 
centered on the thousands of employees around the world who entrust their care in CommScope as their 
employer. Every single person has a circumstance that is unique to them, with which we need to 
empathize. I’m so proud of my company, because empathy has been at the center of every one of its 
decisions and actions. This goes well beyond providing flexibility to our workforce, extra-safe working 
conditions for our essential workers, and money to charities. It includes things like providing extra paid 
time off so employees can serve their communities at food banks, so they can make masks, etc. We have 
also been conducting personal outreaches to our large retiree community to ensure they have access to 
food.  

The children of our employees have also needed support, love, and – frankly – things to do! So, we 
created an At-Home Parent/Child Toolkit with 400+ active hyperlinks to websites that provide education, 
entertainment, arts and theater activities, parenting tips, and more. For example, they can virtually tour 
the Egyptian Pyramids, walk along the Great Wall of China, visit zoos and museums all around the world, 
or have a princess read them a bedtime story. We shared this valuable resource with hundreds of other 
employers (and every friend and neighbor I could find) to help the children (and their parents!). 

Robyn T. Mingle
SVP & Chief Human Resources Officer
CommScope 

Empathy: 
My North Star
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Lastly, I must say that managers often get a bad rap. Sometimes, 
they deserve it; however, this pandemic has reschooled every 
manager (and every employee) in the importance of empathy 
and trust. I truly believe we’re getting through this 
together because of empathy, and we’ll be better 
because of it. 

Thank you, Elliott Masie and friends, for shining a light on 
empathy on many afternoons throughout this pandemic. You’ve 
filled my tank at the end of some difficult weeks, so I could help 
fill the tanks of others. For that, I’ll be forever grateful. 



During the past several months, I found myself becoming more easily irritated with others: family, 
friends, work mates, neighbors, people in stores. I suspect that they are so wound up in problems of 
their own, they don’t realize how their behavior is affected. 

To help myself, and so I don’t add to their problems, I have devised a “pass” that I mentally give 
people now, and then I just let my irritation go. I imagine the things they might be going through, 
both known and unknown to me, and try to see their rudeness or shortness as a small vent for their 
frustration or fear. Since I now have a mental image in my head of the pass, I can just issue one to 
them and go on without making a ruckus. If the interaction is getting particularly harsh, I concentrate 
on writing their name on the pass in my head. If it goes on, I might have to imagine signing my name 
at the bottom and writing the date. I might even need to think of what number pass this could be! 
Usually, if I can think about that pass, I can last long enough to leave the situation without adding 
anything negative to the encounter and focus on releasing any negative feelings I have. 
Concentrating on the release of ill feelings is healing to me. I think about not being the cause of 
someone else having to give ME a pass for MY behavior! 

This empathy pass concept is part of an effort I think many people are making to be a little kinder to 
everyone with whom they interact. Sadly, it is not difficult these days to imagine things that others 
might be worried or upset about.

Giving Others an 
Empathy “Pass”
Sharon Goodenow
Instructional Systems Designer/eLearning Specialist
Kilda Group LLC
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In early March, The MASIE Center requested perspectives on empathy in these 
changing times from colleagues in the field. They had the option of how to
identify themselves by name, title, and/or organization – or to stay anonymous.

Quotes from Learning 
& Business Colleagues 
about Empathy in 2021

#EmpathyBuildsUnity&Trust 
It is sad that it took the insanity of 2020 for so many to appreciate the intrinsic value of empathy. 
Only by making the effort to view our colleagues, friends, and even family through the prism of 
empathy can we begin to heal all the divisions that keep us from being fully successful as 
companies, as countries, and as human beings. In the world of 2021, so many of us have gone 
through so much tragedy that is similar. Our eyes need to be open to the uniqueness of self 
that we all share. 
- W. Keith Pomeroy, Oneida Nation Enterprises

With the 24-hour news cycles now at 24 minutes, plus COVID, social media, and virtual 
meetings – 360-degree pressure! - let’s take a “time out” before we react to challenging
situations. The diverse people we engage with are in the same boat, especially those 
experiencing various levels of inequity. Empathy is by far the single most powerful problem 
solver and “uniter”. 
- Brad Lynch, Johnson Controls, Inc.

Increasing empathy may contribute to all of us becoming more civil with each other.
- Learning Colleague  

Empathy is the ability to put oneself in others’ shoes and understand from their 
perspectives the struggles and adversity they are facing. It requires specific mental, 
emotional, and sometimes spiritual efforts. Some may have to work harder than others 
to tap into empathy. The issues that face us today are the same that we have faced for 
centuries. The only difference now is that more people are committed to speaking up 
and prioritizing their desire to make a difference. Empathy is the key to tapping into the 
remaining population. It is what provides understanding and what brings individuals closer. 
- Learning Colleague 
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  Empathy is being conscious of the fact that we are all different, but we share a world, 
  a planet, a space in time. Stop teaching hatred so that children can learn how to see 
  no differences among themselves. Let’s build up instead of tearing down. In our 
  workspaces we have allowed monsters to become leaders who cause deep pain and 
  walk away as though it is nothing. Encourage! Do not discourage. 
  - Anita M. Despues-Watson, RN,MBA, Transformational Coach – L.A. Care Health Plan

  More than ever, we need to learn to empathize and learn acceptance.
  - Learning Colleague  

  Empathy is sharing and team building. 
  - Learning Colleague 

  Empathy is critical amongst members of a team, and empathy in a team requires
  intimacy and communication. In these times, frequent virtual meetings are needed to 
  establish both, and content of these meetings needs to be social as well as business 
  productive. 
  - Jeff Cooney, MacAllister Family Companies

  Empathy means team. 
  - Learning Colleague

  Empathy is essential through challenging times and beyond. Being able to understand  
  the needs and feelings of others is key. When people are seen and heard, trust is built 
  and healing can begin. This is the essential “art” of nursing that is needed so much 
  now and always.
  - Learning Colleague  

 Empathy is always important, and never more important than now with all that the world is 
 going through. Showing understanding, listening, allowing people space, and realizing 
 people are responding and reacting differently than we are goes a long way. Empathy builds 
 trust!  
 - Amy Dinning, Main Line Health

We’re all learning how empathy can enhance our relationships and build stronger teams at work.
- K. Orr, Innovatia

A value orientation begins with a deep level of empathy related to the customer and the journey 
they must take to achieve their objectives. In our workforce, we must see one another as partners, 
and service and CARE about their wellbeing enough to ensure that what we provide actually enables 
them to achieve their goals. This in turn requires a deeper level of understanding and empathy for 
their needs and points of view. 
- Patrick von Schlag, Deep Creek Center

#EmpathyforCustomers 
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#EmpathyChallenges 
It seems as though we’re constantly edging back and forth between empathy and whatever emotion 
we’re feeling collectively all the time. There is a real imbalance right now as things swing back and 
forth from highs to lows. Empathy seems to be a lot like grace: there is only so much of it. It’s a finite 
resource that ebbs and flows in value and quantity. 
- Cary Harlow, Hewlett Packard Enterprise

I think that empathy is being used as a buzzword during this time. And it is sometimes being used 
as a crutch for people to excuse others’ behavior. Instead, I think it should be used widely to remind 
us that we are all human and that while our expectations may need to be changed because of our 
experiences, we shouldn’t excuse each other’s behavior. 
- Maggie Redling, Wrestling With Talent

Empathy is fast falling prey to emotional contagion and manipulation as people personalize 
experiences of others in the guise of empathy, thereby losing the objective perspective. 
- Nitin Mallikarjuna 

We are living a paradoxical situation (polarities were never as outspoken as they are today). On the 
one hand, there is a considerable decrease in showing empathy (e.g., some people are egocentric, 
complain a lot, are not open to other opinions or even scientific facts). On the other hand, some 
people are manifesting a boost in creativity and working in a more sustainable way when looking 
for solutions.
- Ingrid Larik, Flexvia | 2BeFutureFit

It’s challenging and limiting to show empathy remotely when you can’t observe or learn about 
your target audience (e.g., end users, customers, etc.) in their own physical environments. We 
need better tech to show empathy in the digital workplace without intimidating the work. 
- Anuj AV Kulkarni 

Empathy is a sign of maturity that is easier for some than others. I suspect a lot has to do 
with one’s disposition and good (or bad) parenting (well, for neurotypicals anyway). 
Nevertheless, it takes self-reflection and can be hard work to recognize, especially when 
under stress. Empathy facilitates kindness; however, kindness trumps empathy because it 
can and should be called upon, even when empathy is unrecognized. 
- Karen Davison 

Empathy’s importance has not increased. Empathy’s application has been highjacked 
because of people’s polarized positioning. Empathy applied with emotional permission 
is always connective and effective. 
- Ryan, Heads-Up



I view empathy differently than I used to, which was more about feeling for others 
and being their ally. I now view empathy as requiring action: to be anti-racist, 
anti-homophobic, anti-hate. 
- Judy Albers, Intrepid by Vital Source

Empathy is a critical component to combatting biases and racism in the workplace. By 
practicing empathy, we can be open to differences and create real opportunities for 
people of color. While I have benefited from being a white male in the professional 
world, I recognize that it is up to ME to be a strong ally and help those who are not 
afforded the same opportunities due to their race. A minority cannot achieve change 
without the support of the majority. Through empathy, I strive to be that change! 
- Anthony Block-Belmonte 

In Le Petit Prince, we learn it is only with the heart that one can see rightly, what is 
essential is invisible to the eye. It is time for us to look and listen with our hearts in order 
to clearly see and hear what we need to do to ensure equity and opportunity for all. 
- Kathy Mannes, Jobs for the Future

#EmpathyCombatsRacism 

More than ever, it is crucial to show empathy to coworkers as they navigate unprecedented 
change and its implications in their lives. 
- Elizabeth Szigeti 

Empathy today requires team members to acknowledge the blurred barriers between work 
and personal lives. Before engaging in challenging conversations, it is important to ask, “Is 
now a good time for this conversation?” And clearly listen for a response before continuing. 
Leading with grace, heart, and soul is essential. 
- Candy Center, Tarrant County College

Empathy is recognizing that the person working beside you is in a bad mood because they 
may be hurting, stressed, lonely, frightened, bewildered, insecure, broken...we show empathy 
when we listen to their stories, encourage them to engage, seek to understand their pain, 
and show them that someone cares: not for their actions, but for the wonderful potential they 
have to be a beautiful person. 
- Diane Edwards, Zuri Ltd

Respect for yourself and others in your workplace is important to your overall 
organizational culture. Working with all colleagues in a positive, constructive way leads to 
compassion, empathy, and a healthy work environment. Look past the differences in your 
work mates and focus on the energy, creativity, and spirit of each person you encounter. 
- Bernadine Sikorski, PHD, Drexel University

#EmpathyforCoworkers 
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#EmpathyforLearners 
Having empathy is always important, but especially in these challenging times. Remembering that 
the attendees of our classes are people with unique experiences and challenges makes for a better 
learning experience for everyone. 
- Mariann Foster 

I teach in doctoral programs and I have had to be far more adaptive and open to late or poor-quality 
work that needs revising because so many people are struggling. I’ve had people in tears thanking 
me for giving them extra time on their assignments when I’m thinking how amazing they are at even 
being able to think about schoolwork given what they are going through. I see my peers also giving 
this empathy and care over and over. What I don’t see is administrators extending this empathy to 
faculty, which is a shame. Caring is cyclical.
- Learning Colleague  

#EmpathyforWorkingParents 
With the change to more remote work driven by the current environment, it is creating stress for 
team members when having to work and deal with factors like virtual classrooms for kids. 
Understanding with empathy and providing flexibility is paramount to dealing with the “stressed 
out” employee. Invite your employees to open up and share. You may not have an answer, but a 
lifted burden can go far!
- Timothy Rogers, Boy Scouts of America

Empathy for coworkers who have school-age children is truly essential during these difficult 
times. Those of us who are parents of post-secondary children should demonstrate empathy 
in any way possible before and during virtual meetings. Let’s lighten the significant burden
these younger parents are carrying these days. 
- Bob Nutting, Anaplan

#EmpathyisGoodforBusiness 
More than just buzz words on a company’s website, starting in 2021 and beyond, 
“Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion” will be embedded in every aspect of an organization. 
Companies that embrace this will attract the best talent. 
- Janet Clifford, Clifford Consulting

Empathy as a competency is even more critical now with more people working from 
home and/or dealing with different circumstances that may not be openly shared or 
easily understood. Identifying preferences, styles, motivations, and even needs will help 
ALL team members achieve a productive and healthy work-life balance. Along with a 
foundation of respect, this competency will help achieve the objectives of inclusion and 
ultimately the goals of the business. 
- Learning Colleague 
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Empathy will be the key driver in future results and engagement activity within high 
functioning teams.
- Jon Stinemetz, American Family Insurance

Empathy will trigger numerous other positive behaviors, including enabling employees 
to be successful.
- Irwin Jankovic, Ph.D., Metropolitan Water District of Southern California

Empathy is understanding the difficulty that people are going through and working to 
be a part of the solution, so we can all enjoy the bounty of all this world has to offer. 
Developing people personally and professionally so they can use education to increase 
their marketability in the workforce is where empathy and the workforce connect. 
- Chad Williamson, CEO of Fluid Education

The power of empathy is fundamental to our humanity. I find it ironic to now be hosting 
learning sessions on the importance of embedding empathy inside our Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) systems. 
- Joy Hall Bryant, Texas Department of Information Resources

2020 proved that, through empathy, the human connection could keep our 
relationships strong with those we love and care about. It also helped us strengthen 
some strained relationships in a very difficult time. 
- Mark Wagner, The Hartford 

#EmpathyisHuman 

Empathy gets to the core of human connection. It is speaking soul-to-soul in a way that 
empowers people facing challenges or obstacles to genuinely know they are not on their own. 
They can draw strength from another at this moment in time and they will be better equipped 
to offer strength to another at a future moment in time. 
- Dana Alan Koch, Accenture

#EmpathyisReciprocal 

When I face challenges, my first response is to look inside and consider my circumstances. 
Empathy calls me to step aside and view the challenge from others’ eyes, helping me to appreciate 
their plight and to respond in new and useful ways. This has been helpful in Learning and OD, as well 
as in life in general.  
- Bob Huebner, Lifelong Learner

Empathy shows we are truly human and that we each have more elevated interests than just our own. 
- Learning Colleague

#EmpathyisSelfless	
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Empathy is being able to see the world through someone else’s eyes, put yourself in someone else’s 
shoes, and respond with others’ feelings in mind.
- Learning Colleague 

This quote says it all: “The highest form of knowledge… is empathy, for it requires us to suspend our 
egos and live in another’s world. It requires profound purpose larger than the self kind of 
understanding.” -Bill Bullard 
- Sharon Claffey Kaliouby 

A Haiku:
What is empathy
but to wear others’ shoes and
act with compassion
- Learning Colleague  

Empathy leads to charity...both are great gifts.
- Learning Colleague  

Empathy is having your own plight, your own fight you’re struggling through, and STILL being able 
to understand the emotions that someone else is experiencing. It’s also having NO experience with 
the cause of that emotion, but still being able to extend grace and create a place of safety for that 
person to let the emotion flow through them. We need more of this to be able to truly see each 
other. 
- Renee Boddie, Life In Front Coaching, LLC

Empathy is trying to understand that everyone’s circumstances and experiences are different 
– and being kind.
- Learning Colleague  

Empathy is another way to say LOVE. 
- Learning Colleague 

Listening is the most important part of having empathy in the workplace. Take time to 
really listen to your coworkers. It may mean rethinking your approach to listening. 
- Terri LoGiudice, Cigna

Empathy is a nice buzz word to some but living it out takes a lot of internal strength and 
courage to go against the tides. Empathy is a deep understanding of another individual. 
Empathy is a mindset as well as a set of skills, like collaboration, understanding, curiosity, 
fact checking, and listening. 
- Jennifer Cheng (Jen Jen Jen), White & Case LLP 

Where paraphrasing is acknowledging the facts or the logic, empathy is acknowledging 
the emotions. Put the two together, and that person feels heard and understood.  
- Joel Silverstone, JN Software Consulting and Training

#EmpathySkills 
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If you were skilled at this [empathy] prior to the pandemic, you had a very needed and 
useful skill to address the range of issues employees might be facing. If you weren’t 
skilled, it’s likely you felt lost about how to interact productively with employees who 
were experiencing things that were challenging. 
- Lev Hojda 

All too often we believe that others share our perspectives and experiences, and we 
assess actions based on that assumption. Asking questions and being curious are far 
more enlightening than judging and accusing. 
- David Zahn, ZAHN Consulting, LLC

Give people grace. Even now, everyone is struggling to make sense of it all: the 
pandemic, working from home, school, family. Give people the benefit of the doubt. 
Most people are doing the best they know how to do, so approach others with that 
idea and interactions will go much better. Find common ground with others. In this 
time, sharing how we are coping, how we are helping others, the things we are afraid 
of, our hopes - all of that helps us see each other as human beings rather than just 
voices or even video pictures that cut in and out all the time. 
- Learning Colleague

Empathy is often hard for people to “do” because it’s not really about doing at all. It’s 
about being: being with another person in such a way that you get what they’re feeling. 
To empathize, you make a simple statement that shows you get what’s going on (e.g., 
“That’s frustrating” or “There’s a lot of confusion going around right now”). Empathy 
is also important when another person is having a great experience. Expressions like, 
“That’s so exciting” or “That’s wonderful” are also empathetic statements. 
- Maureen Caughran 

Try to cultivate the 6 empathic habits, suggested by Roman Krznaric in his November 
2012 article, “Six Habits of Highly Empathic People” 
(https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/six_habits_of_highly_empathic_people1): 
1) curiosity about strangers
2) challenging prejudices and discovering commonalities
3) trying another person’s life
4) listening hard and opening up
5) inspiring mass action and social change
6) developing an ambitious imagination
These are all critical to navigating these changing times.  
- Kristen Geany 

Empathy is a bit mysterious. Is it a skill or an outcome? I think of empathy as the end of a process. 
It is the reaction or emotional product that comes from skills like listening, questioning, imagining 
what others have thought, felt or experienced. If we focus on building listening, questioning, and 
imagining skills, will we automatically benefit from increased empathy? 
- Learning Colleague 

Really listen to what people are saying. It’s easy to hear them but listening helps you understand 
their story and where they’re coming from. 
- Tonia Forlani, Self-employed
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#EnablingEmpathy 

It’s important to recognize that everyone may not be experiencing exactly what you are, but they are 
experiencing something. Ask questions to understand another’s perspective. Try to lead your 
interactions with the benefit of the doubt, assume the best intention from others rather than jumping 
to conclusions. If empathy is impossible in the moment, at the very least acknowledge what is 
happening as a way of connecting and showing support. 
- Melissa Cassel 

I’ve found that it’s important to be open to listening, open to learning, and open to taking into 
account that we don’t often know what kind of baggage a person is carrying with them into a 
situation. 
- Christine Toy Johnson 

Begin with empathy in all conversations. Connect with empathy in all relationships. 
- Maureen Caughran 

Empathy is not just knowing how others feel. It is UNDERSTANDING how others feel, which can 
lead to helping and empowering others. 
- Matt Patterson, Metropolitan Community College

Talk time is crucial for enabling empathy. It’s not a meeting: just time to talk and share what’s 
top of mind.  
- Anne Keough Keehn, Zoom

Experiencing others’ real situations helps the empathy action. 
- Learning Colleague 

Empathy can’t be thrust upon or demanded of someone. That would be like forcing 
someone to forgive. One has to experience going through (not around and not avoiding) 
their own feelings before being able to effectively empathize (or forgive). 
- Learning Colleague 

Use your life/work experience to understand yourself first. Only then can you potentially 
empathize. 
- Sharon Wiles, Learning Partners

#Leadership&Empathy 
More than ever, today’s world demands that leaders act beyond transactional methods. 
Leaders that display empathy and leverage its power to connect with their teams help 
create lasting relationships that improve work performance, increase engagement, and 
decrease turnover. It’s a win-win both personally and professionally as well as for both 
short- and long-term goals. 
- Vincent Gaynor, Kraft Heinz
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Empathy and compassion are adaptable management styles and tools. We might 
think we are acting with empathy from our own lens - as children, as parents, or with 
influence from previous employers. Until we see actual examples of strong leaders who 
are deeply compassionate, we cannot improve within ourselves. 
- Tracy Petrillo EdD MSRD CAE, Commission on Dietetic Registration

A key takeaway for me from the virtual working environment has been an increase in 
developing those critical skills that demonstrate empathy. The most significant has 
been listening more. Colleagues need to talk, and as leaders we have become better 
at suspending judgement and focusing on what others are really saying. Listen more, 
speak less. 
- Damien Pigott 

Empathy is a key component of character that differentiates great leaders. A leader 
without empathy is ruled by the wrong emotions. At that point, artificial intelligence is 
a better option (at least it would be logical). 
- Steven Potratz 

Empathy has become even more critical for managers and leaders, as we’ve seen 
trends of stress, burnout, and lack of focus in employee populations. Empathy is the 
first step toward creating psychological safety, which in turn allows for a more open 
dialogue between managers and their staff. This conversation is what empowers 
managers to communicate the right message at the right time to boost productivity 
and improve staff retention. 
- Janis Ericson, PRO Unlimited

Empathy is a core leadership competency. You must be able to see the world from the 
eyes of others to motivate or lead them. 
- Cindy Dumont McManus 

#TeachingEmpathy 
Empathy is a learned behavior. It needs to be instilled in people! 
- Carole A. Meade, Training Pros

Empathy should be part of what is taught to small children in school. Obviously, it is not 
taught enough at home. Everyone should be supportive of each other. 
- Yvonne Ball, Orange County Corrections
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Imagine an hour dedicated to Empathy – 
   with uplifting songs and wisdom from workplace leaders.

Elliott Masie and Telly Leung have produced over 30 Empathy 
Concerts since the start of the pandemic. Every few weeks, we 
bring leading Broadway and TV performers together with Business 
Authors and Learning Leaders for unique, 60-minute, interactive 
concerts and conversations.

Tens of thousands of colleagues from around the world view these 
sessions, live or on-demand. They rock to and reflect on songs from 
our actors, which include the stars of Aladdin, Hamilton, Allegiance, 
Mamma Mia!, Glee, Hadestown, Wicked, Aida, In the Heights, 
West Side Story, and many more. The wisdom of leaders, including 
Marshall Goldsmith, Sanyin Siang, Frank Nguyen, George Takei, 
Ekpedeme “Pamay” M. Bassey, and a range of Chief Learning 
Officers, has addressed the need for Empathy in times of pandemic 
relocation, racial injustice, job changes, and election aftermaths.

We invite you to join 
one of our upcoming 
Empathy Concerts. 

Free reservations are 
available at masie.com.

And, all of the previous 
Empathy Concerts are 

available online at: 
www.masie.com/
empathyconcerts 

If you are interested in creating an Empathy event or concert 

for your workforce, please contact emasie@masie.com.

In May 2021, we will host a Virtual/Hybrid Event on 

Empathy in the Changing Workplace, 
hosted by Telly Leung and Elliott Masie. 

Check our website for dates and times.

Click to watch George Takei, 
March 22nd, 2021 Broadcast

https://www.masie.com/empathyconcerts
https://www.masie.com/empathyconcerts
mailto:emasie@masie.com


Elliott Masie’s Learning COLLABORATIVE is made up of 75 organizations focused on learning 

innovation. Together, we are evaluating, inventing, revising, and improving the exciting field of 

learning! The Learning COLLABORATIVE is proud to publish the Empathy eBook! 
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Elliott Masie
Elliott Masie is a provocative, engaging, and entertaining researcher, educator, 
analyst, and speaker - focused on the changing world of the workplace, learning, 
and technology. Elliott is acknowledged as the first analyst to use the term 
eLearning and has advocated for a sane deployment of learning and collaboration 
technology as a means of supporting the effectiveness and profitability of enterprises.

He heads The MASIE Center in Saratoga Springs, NY focused on how organizations can support learning and 
knowledge within the workforce. He leads the Learning COLLABORATIVE, a coalition of 75 global 
organizations cooperating on the evolution of learning strategies. Members include Amazon, Zoom, Bank of 
America, Subway, The Hartford, and others.

He lives in Saratoga Springs, owns thoroughbred horses, and is a Tony Nominated Broadway Producer of 
shows that include: Kinky Boots, An American in Paris, The Prom, The CHER Show, Anastasia, The Play that 
Goes Wrong, SpongeBob Squarepants: The Broadway Musical, and most recently, “The Nice List”.

Brooke Thomas-Record 
Brooke Thomas-Record helps manage the Learning COLLABORATIVE 
and was the program manager for many years of Elliott Masie’s Learning 
Conference. She has edited several other eBooks and publications for the 
MASIE Center, where she has worked since 2005.

Telly Leung
Telly Leung is a New York City native, Broadway performer, recording artist, 
producer, and theater arts teacher. His Broadway and national touring credits 
include Aladdin in Disney’s “Aladdin” on Broadway, In Transit, Allegiance 
(with George Takei & Lea Salonga), Godspell, Rent (final Broadway company), 
Wicked (Boq, original Chicago company), Pacific Overtures, and Flower Drum 
Song. In 2010, he starred as Angel in RENT at the Hollywood Bowl opposite 
Wayne Brady, directed by Neil Patrick Harris. Regionally, he’s performed at 
Philadelphia Theater Company, Pittsburgh CLO, The St. Louis MUNY, Dallas Theater 
Center, The Shakespeare Theater Company in D.C., North Carolina Theater, and North Shore Musical Theater. 

Television audiences will remember him as Wes the Warbler on “Glee”, as well as his guest star appearances on 
“Instinct”, “Odd Mom Out”, “Deadbeat”, and “Law and Order: Criminal Intent.” Telly is featured as a coach for 
the Jimmy Awards in the PBS documentary “Broadway or Bust”. He can be heard on many original Broadway cast 
recordings and has released two solo albums – I’ll Cover You (2012) and Songs for You (2016) – on The Yellow 
Sound Label. His EP “You Matter” is a collection of 5 songs made during the 2020 pandemic with composer and 
arranger Gary Adler, and profits will benefit Broadway Cares/Equity Fights AIDS. 

He holds a BFA from Carnegie Mellon University’s School of Drama. He has taught master classes and courses at 
American universities like NYU, Nazareth College, The University of Michigan, Carnegie Mellon, and Point Park 
and has been a guest teacher at drama programs all over the world, from Edinburgh to Tokyo. His producing 
credits include the concert series “Broadway Back Together”, the musical short film GRIND (starring Anthony 
Rapp), and “The Nice List”, a virtual holiday musical for the whole family. Twitter / Instagram: @tellyleung
Website: www.tellyleung.com 

https://www.tellyleung.com
https://twitter.com/tellyleung
https://www.instagram.com/tellyleung/
https://www.instagram.com/tellyleung/
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