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Compassion at Work1 
Compassion: Compassion involves being touched by the suffering of others, opening one’s 
awareness to others’ pain and not avoiding or disconnecting from it, so that feelings of kindness 
toward others and the desire to alleviate their suffering emerge. Compassion also requires taking 
action to improve the circumstances of others.  

 

The Business Case for Compassion at Work:  

• Those who experience compassionate leadership at work are more likely to report affective 
commitment to their organization and to talk about it in positive terms.  

• Compassion breeds compassion. Those who experience compassion are then more likely to 
demonstrate it towards others, and supervisors who perceive that their organization values 
their well-being are more likely to show supportive behavior towards the people they 
manage.   

• Not only do people who receive compassion benefit from it, but the person demonstrating 
compassion also benefits, as do colleagues who witness compassionate acts. This has a ripple 
effect whereby a whole organization can benefit. This leads to relationships that are 

 
1 Adapted from “Compassion at Work Toolkit” from the National Forum on Health and Wellbeing at Work and the article, 
“How to Be More Compassionate at Work,” published by mindful.org. 
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stronger and more positive and therefore more collaboration in the workplace. It also 
reduces employee turnover and increases organizational citizenship.  

• Experiencing compassion at work connects co-workers psychologically and results in a 
stronger bond between them.   

• Employees who believe that their leaders care about their well-being are more satisfied with 
their jobs and show higher organizational commitment.  

• Compassionate leadership improves employee engagement and retention.  

• Compassion enables people to experience positive emotions, which lower heart rate and 
blood pressure, strengthen the immune system, and decrease employees’ psychological 
distress, contributing to lower absenteeism.  

• Experiencing positive emotions also boosts productivity and results in positive customer 
service.  

• When compassion is core to organizational values, there is a measurable increase in 
productivity and financial performance.   

• Compassion can be demonstrated through relatively small acts of altruism, kindness and 
care.   

• Where someone has experienced loss or trauma, compassionate leadership sustains the 
sufferer through the grieving process and facilitates faster recovery.   

• Compassionate leadership generates lower stress and greater resilience among staff in 
stressful times.   

Barriers to Compassion:  

• Attachment to Outcomes—Your efforts to alleviate suffering in others may not always be 
successful. Operationalizing compassion requires that you continually work to alleviate 
suffering even when you may not get the results you want.  

• Pity—Unlike compassion, which invites you to feel “with” others, pity is to feel “for” others. 
Feeling sorry for someone promotes distance, the opposite of compassion.   

• Anger—While anger can serve to motivate you to be compassionate, staying mired in anger is 
paralyzing and will render you unable to act.   

• Fear—This emotion stifles courage. Compassion requires the bravery to move forward.   

• Righteous indignation—Like pity, righteous indignation separates you from others. It exalts 
your judgment about injustice and interferes with the ability to empathize and take action.  

How to Operationalize Compassion at Work:  

• Take greater notice of your fellow employees’ psychological well-being. For example: If 
an employee has experienced a loss, such as a divorce or death in the family, someone 
should contact that employee within 24-48 hours and offer help. People who act 
compassionately are perceived more strongly as leaders and that perceived intelligence 
(i.e., how clever and knowledgeable the person is) bridges the relationship between 
compassion and leadership.  

• Encourage and display more positive contact among employees. In many workplaces there 
are meeting spaces that can be utilized for informal groups and gatherings. Planned groups 
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can be encouraged weekly or monthly and allow for more opportunities to notice when 
someone needs help or support and then to offer it.  

• Invite more authenticity and open communication in the workplace. If we can keep the 
communication lines open with respect and kindness, we allow for time to talk about what 
may need attention and/or empathic connection.  

• Take on the perspective of the other person. In other words, this person is “just like me.” 
This is also known as “cognitive empathy,” or simply knowing how the other person feels and 
what they might be thinking. This type of empathy can help in negotiating or motivating 
people to give their best effort.  

• Start with self-compassion. In order to truly have compassion for others, we must have 
compassion for ourselves.  


