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In order to feel engaged, 
employees must feel they can 
trust the organization and 
the individual leader

CONTINUED ON PAGE 50

The number of surveys and 
trend reports that come out at 
this time of year are more than 
abundant. It seems everyone is 
taking stock of the year that was 
and doing their best to look at 
the year that will be. If you’ve 
been paying attention — and 
even if you haven’t — you know 
that 2020 was not exactly like 
any other year for employ-
ees, employers or anyone for 
that matter. Trying to predict 
how things might look in the 
coming year will therefore be 
difficult, if not impossible.

With additional waves of 
COVID, the flu season, and 
a rollercoaster of lockdowns 
and re-openings, work will 
continue to fluctuate and pres-
ent problems. But rather than 
re-hashing what is or what 
others predict, Your Workplace 
is going the extra mile. We have 
determined one trend that we 
believe will take hold. Maybe 
it is our wishful thinking, but 
we believe that this trend  is of 
value to HR, management and 
employees in general. We will 
share our investigation into the 
topic and will assess its impor-
tance and value for the coming 
year.

The Envelope 
Please
Empathy. This is the trend that 
we are predicting, yet it has not 
been on the radar of manage-
ment and HR discussions or 
even trend lists at the moment. 
People have been more worried 
about Zoom fatigue or where to 
place the hand sanitizer stations 
at work. However, as a trend 
and a progressive move for 
employers to consider, it is front 
and centre as workers struggle 
with new fears, problems and 
work environments they have 
never experienced before. 

In the past, and in some 
places still, empathy was 

considered too soft a skill for 
top business leaders. But times 
have changed.

Consider the 2020 State of 
Workplace Empathy report 
from Businessolver entitled 
Workplace Empathy: What 
Leaders Don’t Know Can Hurt 
Them. The report says that the 
value of empathy has grown in 
the workplace over the past few 
years but “progress has stalled.” 
Unfortunately for those who 
need it most, there is a big 
discrepancy between what is 
and what is perceived.

The report shows that less 
than half (48%) of employees 
believe that their organizations 
are empathetic, versus 68% of 
CEOs who think that. Only 
45% of employees view CEOs, 
in general, as empathetic 
versus 87% of CEOs. Yet when 
employees reflect on their own 
CEO, the empathy rating soars 
to 63% of employees saying 
their CEO is empathetic.

Today’s employees see empa-
thy as a key driver of their 
productivity, yet leaders often 
underestimate or risk missing 
out on empathy’s impact on 
their organization to succeed 
or recover. For example, 76% of 
employees believe an organiza-
tion’s empathy drives produc-
tivity; only 52% of CEOs agree. 
And 70% of employees credit 
higher empathy for driving 
lower turnover rates; only 40% 
of CEOs do. Finally, just over 
50% of CEOs agreed that empa-
thy inspired productivity and 
motivation.

What 
Employees 
Need
At Your Workplace  we 
certainly believe in the power 
of empathy, as it is the ability 
to understand and share the 
feelings of another that creates 

great relationships. In our 
article entitled Empathy: A 
Cornerstone of Organizational 
Effectiveness, leadership expert 
Dr. Craig Dowden writes that, 
“Ironically, despite the fact that 
we are at the highest levels of 
technological connectivity, we 
may be at our lowest levels of 
emotional connectivity/relat-
edness. However, the evidence 
suggests a clear path out of our 
current trajectory…Taking the 
time and effort to see and relate 
to others as individuals will not 
only improve dynamics within 
the workplace but also facili-
tate better relationships with 
clients, patients and custom-
ers. It will also facilitate more 
positive interactions, thereby 
creating a sense of connectivity 
and loyalty at all levels of your 
organization.”

The first step in engaging 
employees is building trust. 
In order to feel engaged, 
employees must feel they can 
trust the organization and the 
individual leader. This can 

be achieved through making 
them feel listened to, heard and 
understood. As work changes, 
traditional “command and 
control” leadership has become 
less effective; thus, it is being 
replaced by new, modern and 
collaborative leadership styles 
based on mutual understand-
ing. And employees certainly 
want that from middle and  
upper management. 

Empathy is at the heart of 
new decision-making, says 
Mercer’s 2020 Global Talent 
Trends report. “Thriving 
employees are twice as likely 
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Consider the 
following steps 
to help your 
organization, and 
the leadership 
within, to embrace 
a more empathetic 
management 
approach.

1. Develop policies and practices 
that open lines of communication 
directly to leadership. Employees are 
asking for “face-to-face” time with 
leadership, and executives need to 
create these opportunities to listen 
to employees’ concerns, including 
in a virtual format during periods 
of distancing and in remote work 
environments. 

2. Consider cross-generational 
empathy training, as more employees 
today believe that empathy can be 
learned. Employees at different life 
stages experience unique challenges 
in the current strained and uncertain 
work environment. Learned empathy 
across generations can boost 
productivity and employees’ overall 
perception of their workplace. In the 
recent survey, 73% of employees said 
that empathy can be learned, versus 
65% in 2017.

3.   Explore benefits, clarify policies 
and encourage behaviours that 
promote work-life flexibility. A 
successful company culture needs to 
reflect employees’ need to honour their 
lives and families outside of work. 
Flexibility is highly and frequently 
cited by employees as contributing 
to better overall mental well-being. 
Although some benefits could be falling 
short, employees may also misperceive 
offerings such as comp time that are 
often vague and easily misunderstood. 
CEOs can help bridge the gap between 
policy and culture to ensure that 
benefits meet the needs of the whole 
individual.

4.  Empower change agents 
across the organization. CEOs and 
employees are divided on who is 
responsible for improving workplace 
empathy. On average, employees look 
to their manager as drivers of empathy. 
CEOs must set the tone for empathy 
from the top and encourage managers 
to carry that message through the 
organization. With many working 
remotely or in high-stress roles, it is up 
to CEOs to model empathetic actions 
for managers across the leadership 
spectrum.

5.   Support employee mental 
health. No one has cracked the code 
on de-stigmatizing mental health. 
Employees and CEOs alike agree 
that organizations should be doing 
more, yet both groups fear they will be 
viewed as a burden for coming forward 
with issues. Reflection and honest 
conversations that start at the top can 
begin to dismantle stigma and deepen 
empathy throughout the organization.
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Empathetic organizations are tuned 
into the experiences of their workforce 
and continuously improve them

to work for an organization that 
effectively balances EQ and IQ in 
decision-making — something 
less than half of companies get 
right today,” explains the report. 
“Moving the needle on this 
agenda means putting human 
and economic metrics side by side, 
caring enough to place responsi-
bility for long-term futures above 
short-term gains, and creating 
space for people to be their whole 
selves. This is empathy, and it is 
needed for winning in an evolving 
world.”

Empathy must be coupled with 
economic drivers and ROI (return 
on investment) to “fuel the agenda 
and help create people-centric 
businesses,” Mercer shares.

The Future
Organizations that lead with 
empathy are far more energiz-
ing to work for. “Empathetic 
organizations are tuned into 
the experiences of their work-
force and continuously improve 
them — simplifying and digitizing 
repetitive tasks while increasing 
the meaningful moments that 
employees crave,” reports Mercer.

It seems like a no-brainer. The 
trend toward empathy may have 
hit at exactly the right time too: 
when people are isolated, scared 
and “disembodied” from their 
workplaces. But trend or not, 
COVID or not, the need for 
empathetic leadership to provide 
the understanding workforces 
need or “crave” should be, and 
likely will be, part of the policies 
and practices that leadership will 
implement for their workforces 
and their bottom lines. 

Joel Kranc is editor and deputy 
publisher of Your Workplace 
magazine.

 % OF EMPLOYEES, 
HR PROFESSIONALS AND CEOS HAVE REPORTED, FOR 
THREE YEARS, THAT EMPATHY IS IMPORTANT

%% OF EMPLOYEES SAID 
THEY WOULD WORK LONGER HOURS FOR AN EMPA-
THETIC EMPLOYER

%  OF EMPLOYEES 
BELIEVE COMPANIES AS A WHOLE ARE EMPATHETIC, 
VERSUS 68% OF CEOS

%  OF CEOS IN 2020 
SAY EMPATHY CAN BE LEARNED, COMPARED TO ONLY 
57% IN 2016

%  OF EMPLOYEES IN 
2020 SAY EMPATHY CAN BE LEARNED, COMPARED TO 
ONLY 54% IN 2016
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