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Reverse
Interesting! I like this article , as those
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That's awesome, Preeti Bose and it's
such a great topic too. I mean the
pandemic has entirely changed the
scenario.
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Very true and insightful thoughts @subir verma.
I am not sure about others but I would definitely
like to remember 2020 not because of pandemic
or pandemic related difficulties which all of us
exposed to but for the sake of learning this year
has provided, for the realisation of our potential as
an individual as well as a country. This year has
provided, the learning to manage similar
situations in future, understanding the values of
near and dear ones and so on so forth. In fact I
thank the year for testing our limits and making us
realise about so many things in life. Best regards.
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Great read!
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Well said Preeti!
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Thought provoking message for HR!
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From the Editor’s Desk

A powerful tool
After Covid, all of a sudden the need of empathy in the workplace is much talked in
business world. It reaffirms the assumption that empathy has often been missing from
workplace since long. This is, perhaps, because the way businesses are done and
management theories are propounded, it concluded into the profit or money making as
sole and prime objective leaving behind the people importance in contributing to the
same. The mindset of buying service for money converted the people in to mere resource
emphasizing money as the sole motivator. This has persuaded all to accept different
behaviours at workplace. Business does not warrant inhumanness. Hiring people for
service and paying them in exchange does not mean that people are to be treated as
soulless resource.
Now the thought process is changed. It is established that money is not the only sole
motivator for people at work to achieve meaningful objectives. Many research studies have
indicated that people prefer for agile, autonomy, vibrant, trustworthy and purposeful work
culture to stay and deliver. To achieve all this, empathy plays a key role. It is not a fixed trait.
It is a skill that enables leaders to know more about their people, understand them better
and collaborate with them more successfully .Most of the managers and leaders are ill
equipped to develop this skill and unfortunately it is overlooked as performance indicator.
Now managers cannot afford to be away from this skill. It is time for the managers and
leaders to be more people focused.
Empathy neutralizes negativity. It imbues you with a softer approach to conflicts. It gives
you control over challenging work situations. It is a powerful tool that opens gridlock
helping conflict resolution. It has powerful impact on individual performance, job
satisfaction, motivation and overall productivity. Research studies have found that
managers who practice empathetic leadership towards their subordinates are proved as
better performers. Empathy is threefold- Think, Feel and Go. Develop the ability to
understand what others think, share their feeling and then take possible steps to reduce
the plight. It builds culture of compassion and understanding.

March 2021
Vol. 23, No. 09

Mangers should not be mistaken that adopting empathetic attitude at workplace means
endorsing poor job performance of agreeing to other's point of view in all situations rather
it helps responding on work issues with less prejudices, animosity and more maturity,
fairness and objectivity. The challenge for managers is that empathy is learned, developed
and practiced at individual level. Neither it trickles down from top management nor comes
from rule book. It requires individual to understand their people closely. A compassionate
workplace which is the need of time requires a conscious, organization- wide effort. In this
whole process, setting limits is crucial to a more compassionate environment because
being empathetic, sometimes it may be more draining emotionally and mentally as it
needs investing more time at personal level thus putting your own personal life in to stress.
This edition’s cover story experts talk about nuances of empathy, its importance at
workplace, how leaders should learn, develop and practice this skill and overall present
insightful guide.
If you like it let us know. If not, well, let us know that too.
Happy Reading!

Anil Kaushik
@ tdanil
anilkaushik
anilkaushik
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At least one good thing,
Covid-19 has done to
business and people and
that is bringing back
Empathy in center stage. It's
need grew leaps and
bound. Which was till now
"a good to have skill' for
leaders, has now become a
"must have." Empathy is to
be embedded in to cultural
fabric of the Organisation.
The Demonstration of "We
are all together" leads to
incredible team building
that drive better
performance.
Many leaders may believe
that they need to be effective and empathy may dent
that effectiveness but it is

wrong. Lack of compassion
to build effectiveness would
be a misplaced. You can
be effective and empathetic both. Employees in the
organization always want
to see a human being in
leader and not a robot.
Accepting your reality to
understand well and relate
with others makes you a
lasting leader.
It is time for practicing
empathy, nurturing that
skill, building the empathy
muscle, harnessing your
empathy quotient with
more self awareness and
how it can be done, know
in the following pages…
- BM Editorial Team

Gunjan Tiwari

Gurleen Baruah

Shobhit Tyagi

Sunitha Lal
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Associate Professor (OB & HR) at Gulf
Centre for University Education
(GCUE), Kuwait

Empathy has to be modeled
in leader's behaviour
Empathy is the ability to see another person's thoughts
and feelings from their point of view, rather than from
one's own. Overcoming this barrier shall require
individual effort to minimize unnecessary distractions, to
create time for self-introspection and paying attention to
the needs of others.

Why the element of empathy has
gained importance in the
workplace post covid phase and
how it impacts the work culture?
FN Pandemic triggered a range of
physiological and psychological
responses owing to increased
uncertainty, social isolation and lost
sense of
normalcy escalating
individual sensitivity and distress.
A survey by Grover et al. (2020)
under the aegis of the Indian
Psychiatry Society found that 40.5%
of the participants reported anxiety
or depressive symptoms. About
three-fourth (74.1%) reported a
moderate stress level, and 71.7%
reported poor well-being. In a crisis,
connecting with people's needs and
responding to their insecurities
becomes critical, making empathy
an indispensable element. Pandemic
set this realization for many
business leaders that one of the best
ways to look after their employees'
well-being in such times, is by
infusing their culture with empathy
and compassion. For instance,
during
the
lockdown
Dell
Technologies' marketing director
Kelli
Hodges
responded
to
employees’ fears by holding open

video calls at the end of each day. The meetings were not about work
updates, but well-being check-in a time to pause, share, and listen to
each other and share tips on navigating through the new normal.
Empathy has a strong positive impact on workplace culture. A study by
Jane Dutton et al. (2014) from the University of Michigan found that
empathetic workplaces foster a greater level of morale, particularly
when employees are suffering a hardship. According to research by
Business Solver (2017) a technology benefits company, empathy has a
direct impact on employee productivity, loyalty, and engagement.
Companies with empathetic work culture reap significant, meaningful
returns. The research report showed that 77% of workers would be
willing to work more hours for a more empathetic workplace;
meanwhile, 60% would accept a slashed salary for the same. 92% of HR
professionals note that a compassionate workplace is a significant
factor for employee retention. 80% of millennials indicated that they
would leave their current job if their office became less empathetic. An
empathetic work culture not only serves to attract and keep the best
talent but also positions an organisation positively post crisis by
building resilience and good faith.

How empathy can be built up and brought
to practice at the workplace?
FN Empathy can be facilitated in organisation through behaviours, norms,
policies and benefits. Leaders can foster empathy in organisation by not
merely naming it as an important organisation value or by conducting
training programs around it but by modelling it in their behaviour.
Research on pro-social conformity by Erik et al. (2016) suggests that
people imitate others pro-social behaviour so generosity, altruism, and
empathy can be contagious. Leaders can demonstrate empathy in small
actions like practicing empathetic listening when interacting with
employees, avoiding interruptions, or effective communication and
follow-ups. Doing this, they will not only send a message that they

About the Author
Dr. Farah Naqvi is an academician, writer and behavioral scientist with more than a decade of experience with academic, training & consulting institutions located in India and
Kuwait. Currently she is associated with Gulf Centre for University Education, Kuwait as management faculty and holding a position of Senior Researcher (pro bono) with Indian
Institute of Business Psychology (IIBP).
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Empathy has to be modeled in leader's behaviour
genuinely care about their employees' professional and personal
development but set the tone for other managers. Initiating a mentoring
program that encourages leaders, managers and employees to
participate can also infuse the culture with a sense of fellowship,
empathy, respect and esprit de corps. Soft skills often are given
secondary importance in comparison to efficiency and professionalism.
However, this has been of the key differentiating factors of companies
that made to Fortune's 2020 list of 100 best places to work. They give top
priority to equity, inclusion, work-life balance, employee well-being
alongside providing the right set of opportunities, pay and benefits. In
times when work boundaries have changed significantly and a large
section of employees are working from home, organisations can
incorporate and practice empathy in myriad ways. It could be offering
flexibility to employees so that they can effectively manage work and
home responsibilities, access to mental health support, opportunities to
volunteer in their communities and incentive to grow and develop their
skills as the economy changes. Employee Assistance Programs and
other benefits offering short-term counseling or referrals can be
another good way to operationalize empathy.

What can be the barriers to empathy
at work and how to overcome that?
FN Research shows that when people perceive empathy as a 'trait' that they
either have or not, it seems out of reach to them (Jamil Zaki, 2016). In a
follow up study where evidence was presented that empathy is less like
a trait and more like a skill, they responded by working harder at it.
Hence the first barrier towards building empathy could be the belief
that it's a personality component that has less ambit of being developed.
Overcoming this barrier shall require consistent efforts to identify,
practice and reinforce empathetic behaviours like active listening, selfreflection and actions that foster a culture that is sensitive to its
stakeholders' needs. Training, mentoring sessions with timely feedback
and opportunities for utilitarian communication must be encouraged.
The second barrier to empathy is the digital distractions in our regular
life. People are constantly bombarded with emails, texts, social media
feeds, call and alerts that not only act as time stealers but leaves less
time for quality human interaction. Empathy is the ability to see
another person's thoughts and feelings from their point of view, rather
than from one's own. Overcoming this barrier shall require individual
effort to minimize unnecessary distractions, to create time for selfintrospection and paying attention to the needs of others.
It has also been found that when companies promote highly competitive
work environment and place secondary importance to team work, it
creates an environment that stifles empathy. Leaders can generate
excitement by highlighting the positive consequences of competition
(rewards) or create anxiety by singling out low performers and sharing
threats of being laid off or losing income. Research by Anna et al. (2017)
revealed that when employees experience 'anxious competition', they
are more likely to sabotage one another. Companies like Facebook,
Google, Microsoft, and LinkedIn found high in empathy index create an
atmosphere that enables diverse teams to work amicably. One thing
found common in these companies is their ability to create a workplace
full of opportunities that balances the weights placed on the
significance of company growth, individual productivity and emphasis
on synergistic collaboration.

While keeping the presence of empathy in work culture, how
organisations should deal with digital distraction, which may
leave employee feel distant and distracted?
FN We are currently confronted with an economy in which developers and
advertisers are being rewarded to seize our attention. Employees are
expected to be responsive at all times which is having a

WORKPLACE
counterproductive effect on employee
engagement and productivity. According
to Gloria Mark who studies digital
distractions at the University of
California once a person is distracted, it
not only takes an average of 23 minutes to
refocus their attention back on the
original task but also leads to increased
stress and reduced performance. Dealing
with the drawbacks of digital distraction
may
require
open
dialogue
and
confronting the issues in a constructive
way. Leaders should encourage offline
work for at least for 2-4 hours to focus on
critical task without interruptions.
Psychologists use the term 'online
compulsive disorder' to describe those
who can't help clicking on a new screen
every few minutes. As per CBS Minnesota
Report, two out of three people tune out of
face-to-face meetings to communicate
digitally with someone else. Planned
strategies need to be implemented to deal
with this increasingly common addiction
to web based activity. Employees should
be assured that emails and messages,
unless highly urgent, do not need to be
responded immediately. Organisations
can also block applications that have little
connection with work but a major source
of
distraction. Creating creatively
designed spaces for employees to take a
short break to disconnect and recharge
themselves can also be helpful. Employees
should be encouraged to make this a
phone free break as the constant use of
mobiles depletes their finite cognitive
resources. They can spend this time in
meditation, connecting with colleagues,
reading, moving around or simply doing
nothing. A study of 450 workers in Korea
by Sudong et al (2016) found that
individuals who took a short phone
freework break felt more vigor and less
emotional exhaustion than individuals
who took their phones with them on
breaks. Empowering and training
employees on effective time management
and organizing their daily routines
effectively is equally crucial. They should
be educated how influx of notifications
messes up the brain's dopamine response
making them lose their focus. Using
simple tips like marking times on
calendar when they don't want to be
interrupted and using an auto responder
to let others know of what they are doing
and when they will be back can be useful.
Lastly, when investing in a digital
workplace companies should utilize the
knowledge of not only the IT experts but
take feedback from the end users too. The
technological interface should not be
unduly complex to avoid wasting precious
minutes.
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How to evaluate empathy
in the workplace?
FN Measurements of individual empathy
fall in two broad categories situational
empathy and dispositional empathy.
Situational empathy is measured by
asking subjects about their experiences,
studying their behavioural indices and
physiological measures such as heart
rate immediately after exposing them to
a particular situation. Dispositional
empathy is understood as a person's
stable character trait. It may be
measured
through
self-report
measures,
client
feedback,
peer
judgment and independent observer
judgement. However, when it comes to
corporate empathy, some see it as an
intangible quality difficult to measure.
Others see it as a collective capacity of
an organisation to demonstrate
empathy to all its stakeholders employees, customers, shareholders,
suppliers,
authorities
and
communities. If individual empathy
can be measured by studying the
cognitive, affective and behavioural
elements, there must be some way of
examining corporate empathy. After all
what makes some organisations more
empathetic than others? Research on
organisations perceived to be highly
empathetic reveals that key features of
an
empathetic
organisation
get
reflected in multiple ways. Some of
them being, how sincerely the
organisation practice diversity and
inclusion? How satisfied are existing
and past employees? Do they strive to
nurture a responsive, self-management
culture or a typical hierarchy with a
top-down communication? Do they
understand the connection between
profit & purpose? When it comes to
marketing,
does
it
resort
to
manipulative advertising ignoring the
value
orientation
and
societal
implications? Does it strive to work in
an
environmentally
sustainable
manner or is driven by cost cutting not
bothering about the damage to
environment? To measure corporate
empathy, one has to study all such
factors embedded in the corporate
culture and values. This can be done by
first taking into account all such factors
that make an organisation empathetic,
and then evaluating the organisation on
those factors individually by way of
assessments, qualitative study or
feedback.

What can be the ill effects of empathy
in the workplace?
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FN Empathy can be mentally and emotionally taxing affecting our
judgment. People can experience empathic distress when they are able
to empathize with the others situation but are not able to take any action
to extend help because of personal or organisational constraints. Such
distress can produce feelings of dissatisfaction, apathy and withdrawal.
Secondly, empathy can be a source of organisation politics if its
extended to select in group members by the leader. As per research by
Mina et al (2017) empathy is biased - we are more likely to empathize
with those who are from similar social, racial and political circles. Rise
of extreme empathy to in groups or low empathy towards out groups
can lead to intergroup conflict. Thirdly, showing empathy and truly
feeling the pain of others by people in helping professions like doctors,
caregivers, police officers can lead to burnout if they fail in regulating
their own emotions. Inadequate training to perform such emotional
labour and managing emotional workload can further worsen it.
Fourthly, empathy can have its ill effects if inadequate attention is paid
to who is the 'empathy recipient'. Having standard norms is good but
poor judgment by the leader before choosing to exercise empathy can
lead to employees misusing organisation norms or taking it lightly.
Such misplaced empathy can also prevent a person from being
empathetic and acting compassionately with the very people who
actually need it. Lastly empathy can have grave consequences if people
natural empathic tendencies are evoked and manipulated with wrong
intentions for personal motives by those in management or by the trade
unions. Just like politicians and activists sometimes deploy empathy to
make a case of 'us versus them' and justify unjust acts.

How to balance empathy with meeting out business results
without affecting mental well being of employees?
FN Measuring business performance, tracking business metrics is
paramount for achieving business goals. This requires managers to
have key focus on performance indicators and employee execution. It is
however important that managers balance accountability with empathy.
The effects of workplace pressure on employee mental well-being are
likely to be reduced if the organisation succeeds in creating a culture of
care and trust. In a research by Paul Zak (2017) compared with people at
low-trust companies, people at high-trust companies reported 74% less
stress, 106% more energy at work, 50% higher productivity, 76% more
engagement, 29% more satisfaction with their lives and 40% less
burnout. Leaders need to successfully create a balance between what is
best for the organisation with being kind and considerate to individual
employees. Empathy can be a great way to connect with employees, but
leaders need to balance it with assertiveness so that both employee
satisfaction and productivity can be achieved. Leaders who can't keep
appropriate emotional distance and rely heavily on affective empathy
are more susceptible to burnout. By relying more on cognitive empathy
leaders can not only create a comforting friendly environment but also
excel in their executive skills. Research by Anthony Jack at Case
Western Reserve University, describes two of the major neural networks
functioning in our brains as the analytic network (AN) and the
empathic network (EN). The analytic network helps us make sense of
things and events when we are solving problems and making decisions.
The empathic network enables us to be open to new ideas and other
people. Creating a strategic vision, hiring people with personality job
fit, establishing performance metrics is critical for performance.
However balancing empathy with meeting business results requires
leaders to be mindful of their dominant neural network and
successfully toggle back and forth as per the unique demands of the
situation. Lastly many a times employees not only crave clear direction
and tangible objectives but freedom to choose a work style that suits
them and is conducive to work environment too. Placing faith and
giving autonomy and flexibility to such employees not only leads to
meeting business metrics but heightened employee well-being and
organisational trust. BM

