


If you enjoy this excerpt… 
consider becoming a member of the reader 
community on our website!  
 
Click here for sign-up form.  Members automatically get 10% off 
print, 30% off digital books.  

http://bit.ly/pdfsignup


More Praise for Awakening Compassion at Work

“Work is a place where most of us spend a large percentage of our waking hours. 
Yet for many, the workplace remains a source of stress and anxiety. In their land-
mark book, Worline and Dutton give us an overview of the problem and science-
based solutions. It will help individuals not only in the workplace but in their 
lives. For the employer, it is a powerful tool to give employees meaning in their 
work and to increase creativity, productivity, and ultimately shareholder value.”
—James R. Doty, MD, Clinical Professor of Neurosurgery and founder and 

Director of the Center for Compassion and Altruism Research and Education, 
Stanford University School of Medicine, and New York Times bestselling author 
of Into the Magic Shop

“The go-to book on the hottest new trend in the corporate world: compassion. 
Worline and Dutton have spent years researching positive deviance: how to 
bring greater humanity to the workplace. Their work is groundbreaking: a com-
passionate workplace is happier, healthier, and more productive. Packed with 
real-world examples of the many companies they have advised and researched, 
Awakening Compassion at Work is for all those who want to see themselves 
and their company succeed to its full potential.”
—Emma Seppälä, PhD, Science Director, Center for Compassion and Altruism 

Research and Education, Stanford University, and author of The Happiness Track

“In today’s ever so fast-paced, technological, and profi t-driven world, our human-
ity in the workplace is all too often passed over or even forgotten. Awakening 
Compassion at Work not only contains memorable examples of noticing, inter-
preting, feeling, and acting on suffering in the workplace but also provides a tool 
kit for engaging colleagues in using compassionate actions to create new norms 
and routines that nurture our bonding together and resilience to innovate, col-
laborate, and improve our work environment. I highly recommend that you read 
this enjoyable and forward-thinking book to awaken your compassionate self, 
not only at work, but also at home.”
—Roger Newton, Executive Chairman and Chief Scientifi c Offi cer, Esperion 

Therapeutics, Inc.

“Seldom do we get a gift that helps us step outside of our self-centered lives into 
noticing and caring about others—beyond feeling for them to helping reduce suf-
fering and make others’ lives and work fulfi lling. Worline and Dutton offer us the 
emotional glue that binds our social fabric in organizations and cultures through 
compassion. Steeped in rigorous research but without the obfuscation of aca-
demia, the book draws you in with engaging stories and gives you hope with the 
authors’ exercises and guidance in how to reduce the toxicity of guilt and blame 
and create a new social architecture of caring. Read it—it will fi ll your soul!”
—Richard Boyatzis, PhD, Distinguished University Professor, Departments of 

Psychology, Cognitive Science, and Organizational Behavior, Case Western 

Awakening_pages_12-05-16.indd   AAwakening_pages_12-05-16.indd   A 12/5/16   9:27 AM12/5/16   9:27 AM



“Monica Worline and Jane Dutton are the world’s experts on the subject of com-
passion in organizations. Theirs was the fi rst research conducted on this topic 
almost two decades ago, and their insight and practical wisdom is captured in 
this volume. This is the statement on what we know and what we can do about 
the subject of compassion in organizations.”
—Kim Cameron, PhD, William Russell Kelly Professor of Management and 

Organizations, Ross School of Business, and Professor of Higher Education, 
School of Education, University of Michigan

“With Awakening Compassion at Work, Monica Worline and Jane Dutton bring 
to bear their academic brilliance, sizable hands-on experience in business and 
psychology, and a gift for getting to the core of a principle that is essential to 
individual and organizational success. Using in-depth research, collaborative 
explorations in fi rst-rate organizations, a boatload of meaningful and moving 
examples, and practical guidelines for igniting the remarkable power of com-
passion, the authors have fashioned an essential, pragmatic, and fascinating 
book that will be riveting reading for anyone in the workplace.”
—Ari Cowan, Director General, The International Center for Compassionate 

Organizations

“In our rapid-change, hypercompetitive, and global economy, encountering a 
compassionate leader can be rare; being embraced within a compassionate 
organization culture even more so. In contrast to this harsh organizational 
anthropology, Worline and Dutton set forth with conceptual clarity and rich 
exemplifi cation practices that empirically lead toward a compassionate orga-
nizational milieu. Any leader perusing this manuscript will experience a shift 
in consciousness. Enacting the new wisdom will radically change an organiza-
tion’s culture.”
—André L. Delbecq, PhD, Professor of Management and Senior Fellow, Ignatian 

Center for Jesuit Education, Santa Clara University

“If you are one of the many who think compassion has no place in business, 
read this book. Extraordinary performance comes from tapping into the full 
power of your team. After more than thirty years in business, one thing is clear 
to me: compassion is central in a culture that gets extraordinary results.”
—David Drews, founder and CE0, Justus Equity, LLC
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“Suffering is inevitable and can reveal itself anytime, anywhere. This inspiring 
book will transport you into work worlds that dare to care. Discoveries from the 
Compassion Lab spring to life in vivid stories of how compassion and work go 
hand in hand in successful organizations. Most importantly, Worline and Dutton 
offer practical guidance on how to reshape the social architecture of your organi-
zations to support the improvisation of authentic compassionate acts. This book 
holds the power to open hearts worldwide.”
—Barbara L. Fredrickson, PhD, Kenan Distinguished Professor of Psychology and 

Neuroscience, The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and author of 
Positivity and Love 2.0

“Groundbreaking! Based on fi fteen years of scholarly research, this book 
makes the case for compassion in the workplace—both interpersonally and 
systemically—and offers a clear blueprint for how to do it. The authors offer 
design principles and nuanced examples that refl ect the day-to-day reality of 
organizational life, encouraging and empowering readers to go out and try it 
for themselves. This book is destined to change many lives for the better.”
—Christopher Germer, PhD, faculty, Harvard Medical School, author of The Mindful 

Path to Self-Compassion, and co-editor of Mindfulness and Psychotherapy

“What we produce and how we produce the goods and services all around us 
is one of the most important human issues of our age. From the sweatshops 
of Asia to the boardrooms of high technology, we know that there can be 
considerable competitive pressures that cause great stress and at times deeply 
immoral behavior. Dutton and Worline are world leaders and pioneers in the 
extraordinarily important turn toward more compassionate work. Here is a 
book that outlines in detail some of the challenges a compassionate approach 
to work confronts and how to deal with them. This is an outstanding book that 
will be a classic for years to come. It will aid greatly the human endeavor to 
create a more compassionate world.”
—Paul Gilbert, PhD, FBPsS, OBE, Professor, Centre for Compassion Research and 

Training, College of Health and Social Care Research Centre, University of Derby

“Hurrah! Worline and Dutton have made the business case for compassion and 
created a road map for bringing it to life in any organization. Their courage and 
clear seeing lead us to a more productive and positive future.”
—Edi Pasalis, MBA, MTS, Director, Kripalu Institute for Extraordinary Living
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“Workplaces are often toxic and actually give rise to human suffering. Draw-
ing on extensive research, the authors show the many positive outcomes of 
recognizing and confronting this truth. With great skill they show us how to 
create organizations that alleviate suffering and awaken compassion. This is a 
must-read that will be with us for a very long time.”
—Robert E. Quinn, PhD, Professor, Ross School of Business, University of Michigan, 

and author of The Positive Organization 

“The value of this book is that it clearly articulates not only why but how to 
stimulate cultural elements that will make alleviation of suffering through com-
passion an everyday occurrence for any organization that desires to do so. I 
am blown away with the authors’ ability to move this complex and oft-avoided 
concept of compassion into an easily accessible initiative for any organization.  
Not only does this benefi t individuals experiencing suffering, but thanks to the 
clear strategies for implementation, profound cultural strengthening can occur.”
—Fred Keller, founder and Chair, Cascade Engineering
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For Peter Frost, who was with us in every word.
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FOREWORD

A FEW YEARS AGO, I came across a billboard on a New York City 

bus shelter. It read, “If your company cared, it would be in the caring 

business.” The ad was for a jobs site, and the message was clear: the 

vast majority of companies do not care, and the best thing you can 

do is to fi nd another company that also doesn’t care, but where you 

may be somewhat better off .

This cynical but sadly true message is symptomatic of the dom-

inant business culture that exists in the world today. The old clichés 

about business all still ring true: it is a dog-eat-dog world out there, 

nice guys fi nish last, only the paranoid survive, and, most tellingly, 

“It’s not personal, it’s business.” Business has become dehumanized 

and impersonal. Human beings are treated as functions or objects, 

as interchangeable and disposable as machine parts. No wonder em-

ployee engagement levels are shockingly low, according to Gallup: 

less than 30 percent in the United States and only about 13 percent 

worldwide. The vast majority of people are dispirited and unin-

spired at work. They feel disrespected, not listened to, and devalued. 

Human beings have extraordinary, almost divine capacities. Yet 

the vast majority of people never get to realize that potential because 

they are embedded in organizational systems that fail to promote 

human fl ourishing. As the expression goes, most people die with 

their music still inside them. To bring about fl ourishing, we must 

pay attention to the “seed” as well as the “soil”—the people as 

well as the organizational context. Even the most extraordinary seed 

cannot thrive in toxic soil. Ordinary human beings today are in 

fact extraordinary, by any historical measure. For one thing, we are 

astonishingly more intelligent; as unearthed in the Flynn eff ect, a 
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 x AWAKENING COMPASSION AT WORK

person whose IQ is considered average today would have tested in 

the top 2 percent of IQ a mere 80 years ago. What we have today 

are millions of extraordinary beings stuck in debilitatingly dysfunc-

tional organizations. 

The symptoms of this are everywhere. “Thank God it’s Friday” 

is a sentiment that most working people can readily identify with, 

so much so that it inspired the name of a popular restaurant chain. 

People dread going to work and eagerly look forward to their time 

outside of work—often using drugs and alcohol to dull their pain. 

We have the sad and stark reality that heart attacks are the highest 

on Monday mornings, by at least 20 percent compared with other 

days. More than wars, murderers, and terrorists, our work is liter-

ally killing us. As Fred Kofman wrote in Conscious Business, “There 

are no death camps in corporations, but many apparently successful 

companies hide great suff ering in their basements.”

How can we change this sad reality? We must pay urgent at-

tention to the qualities of the workplaces that we are creating. We 

must create environments in which people are inspired, feel safe, are 

cared for, and receive recognition and celebration for who they are 

and what they do. More than anything else, this requires that we 

create truly human workplaces that are instilled with a deep sense 

of compassion, the subject of this important book.

We live in a world of extraordinary pain and suff ering. While 

conditions today are less vicious and brutal than they have been for 

much of human history, the reality remains that billions of people 

face a daily struggle for survival and dignity. In such a world, it is 

imperative that, individually as well as through our organizations, 

we work toward alleviating the suff ering and bringing greater joy. 

Therefore, every organizational and personal purpose at some level 

needs to be a healing purpose. If we are not part of the healing, we 
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xiFOREWORD

are part of the hurting. Healing begins with compassion. That is 

the master key.

Compassion is rooted in a fundamental human drive: the need 

to care. Human beings have at least three primary drives: self-

interest, the need to care, and, increasingly, the need to live a life of 

meaning and purpose. Unfortunately, we built our system of capi-

talism on the pillar of self-interest alone. Our need to care is at least 

as strong as, if not stronger than, our drive toward self-interest. But 

we have created a world of work in which we are asked to check our 

humanity at the door, in which there is little to no room for caring. 

The most human aspects of what it means to be a human being 

have thus been left out of work. This is an extraordinary defi cit for 

which we have collectively paid a steep price. As Jane Dutton has 

written previously, organizations can suppress or amplify the human 

capacity for caring. Unfortunately, most organizations have become 

hostile to this most human of drives.

Extraordinary things happen when caring and compassion are 

expressed in the context of work. In 1980, when Whole Foods 

Market was very early in its journey, with only one store in Austin, 

Texas, the city experienced one of the worst fl oods in its history. 

Many people were killed, and the damage was extensive, including 

to the Whole Foods store, which was essentially decimated. All 

the equipment and inventory were destroyed. The company had no 

warehoused inventory, no more credit, and no fi nancial resources to 

fall back on. Nearly half a million dollars in the red on that day, the 

company was essentially bankrupt. What rescued the business and 

set it on its path to becoming a $14 billion company that has had a 

huge impact on the food business and on the lives of countless mil-

lions? It was the caring and compassion shown by its stakeholders 

on that fateful day. Customers and neighbors showed up at the store 
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to help clean up the mess, working shoulder to shoulder with em-

ployees for weeks to get the store back in shape. Employees worked 

without any guarantee that they would get paid, since the company’s 

leaders had no idea how they could restart. Seeing the extraordinary 

outpouring of support, many of the company suppliers off ered to 

absorb much of the losses and restock the store on credit. Bankers 

decided to extend more credit to the company, even though there 

was no logical justifi cation for doing so. The original investors in 

the business decided to reinvest additional money into the enter-

prise. Impromptu groups sprang up to organize concerts and other 

community events to raise money—for a business! Within weeks, 

the store was able to reopen, and the company was on its way to 

eventually becoming a transformational force in the culture. 

There is no greater power or source of strength in the world 

than love. As His Holiness the Dalai Lama has said, “Love and 

compassion are necessities, not luxuries. Without them, humanity 

cannot survive.” Yet the vast majority of companies continue to shy 

away from elevating love, caring, and compassion in the workplace. 

I believe this has a lot to do with the reality that the vast majority of 

businesses continue to be run by men, based on a very limited set of 

hypermasculine values, such as domination, aggression, ambition, 

competition, winning at all costs, short-term thinking, and a zero-

sum view of the world. We’re fortunate to be living in a time when 

feminine qualities such as relationships, nurturing, compassion, vul-

nerability, caring, and cooperation are fi nally being recognized, not 

as signs of weakness but as sources of great strength. These are the 

most human of qualities that have been sidelined for just about all 

of human history. It is high time that they were brought to the fore, 

and we’re fortunate to be living at a time when that seems attainable.

Written by two extraordinary women, this book embodies 

this wisdom. Awakening Compassion at Work is a timely and critically 
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xiiiFOREWORD

important book. It powerfully makes the humanistic as well as busi-

ness case for greater compassion in the workplace, and then provides 

clear guidance for how to make that happen. Written by two of the 

foremost scholars in the subject, the book refl ects their extensive 

practical experience helping companies awaken to and then imple-

ment these ideas. I am grateful to Monica and Jane for their life’s 

work, which has culminated in this outstanding book.

Raj Sisodia
F. W. Olin Distinguished Professor of Global Business, 

Babson College Co-founder and Co-chairman, Conscious Capitalism Inc.
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 1

PART ON E

AN INTRODUCTION TO 

SUFFERING, COMPASSION, 

AND WORK

Suff ering is a heavy word. Most of the time, we try to avoid it. 

Suff ering is also a word you might not connect to work life. 

Suff ering doesn’t typically show up on lists of businesses’ most sig-

nifi cant concerns or make the cut of the many issues that can occupy 

a manager’s agenda. But it should. A new science of compassion, 

based in extensive research, helps us to see that suff ering, and the 

compassion that helps address suff ering directly, is one of the most 

important ideas for business today. 

Most of us will spend at least one hundred thousand hours of 

our lives at work. Some of us will spend a lot more. It’s either foolish 

or wishful thinking to imagine that suff ering—a concept funda-

mental to human existence—could be separate from this immense 

investment of time and energy. But even if we know that people suf-

fer, should businesses or work organizations care? Isn’t the suff ering 

of life separate from the demands of work? We might believe those 

statements, but our and others’ research has shown that suff ering at 
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 2 AN INTRODUCTION TO SUFFERING, COMPASSION, AND WORK

work is a hidden cost to human capability.1 Recognizing this costly 

oversight, smart employees, managers, and leaders who care deeply 

about the capacity of their organizations to operate with full hu-

man eff ectiveness will pay more attention to awakening compassion 

at work.
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3

1

WHAT IS 

COMPASSION 

AT WORK?

SUFFERING NEVER REALLY CROSSED ANDY’S mind, especially not 

as a hidden cost to his organization. But one day as he was running 

a meeting, a standout employee on his engineering team was unusu-

ally quiet and distant. Not knowing how to interpret this, Andy 

stood next to Xian as he was getting coff ee during a break. He 

asked if everything was OK. Shocking Andy with the intensity of 

his grief, Xian told him that his sister, who lived in China and had 

planned to come to the United States to study, had been killed in a 

tragic accident. Feeling that there was nothing he could do at home, 

and drawn to be with his colleagues, Xian had chosen to come to 

work. Xian told Andy that sinking into the technical details of the 

meeting provided a kind of relief from the tide of memories that 

otherwise washed over him. 

Facing this news, Andy needed to make a choice as a manager—

one that his MBA curriculum and leadership development training 

hadn’t prepared him to make. Was he going to regard Xian’s life 
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 4 AN INTRODUCTION TO SUFFERING, COMPASSION, AND WORK

outside of work as a valid and important part of the ongoing situ-

ation he was managing, or was he going to treat Xian’s life, and the 

loss of his sister, as if they were outside work bounds?

Death has a way of making these considerations starker. Andy 

invited Xian to take time off  if he needed it, to talk with him at 

any time, and even to come to Andy’s own home and spend time 

with his family. Not all managers would have made the same deci-

sion. The depth and quality of relationships at work are part of the 

complex landscape of suff ering and compassion that we will explore 

together in this book. Andy’s choice to pay attention to Xian’s grief, 

to understand it as relevant to the work of managing, to connect 

with empathy and concern, and to act on those feelings off ers a lived 

example that is like thousands of other examples we have gathered 

and analyzed in our research over the past fi fteen years.1 What may 

seem like small interpersonal moves on Andy’s part were actually 

potent for alleviating suff ering. 

But what if Xian had not been a star performer? What if the 

loss of his sister hadn’t seemed so obviously relevant? What if the 

grief had diminished Xian’s capacity to contribute to the team? 

Would Andy’s calculus as a manager have been diff erent? What 

if Xian had mentioned to Andy on the coff ee break that his sister 

had suff ered from a mental breakdown? Or that she had a gambling 

addiction and had thrown the family into bankruptcy? The forms 

that suff ering takes matter for compassion. How suff ering resonates 

with cultural and organizational values is also part of the complex 

landscape of compassion at work. We don’t aim to provide easy 

answers, but we do draw on two decades of work in this fi eld to 

deepen your capacity to think about complicated human dilemmas 

and how to handle them. 

Most managers like Andy worry—separate from their personal 

feelings of empathy and concern toward their employees—about 
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5 WHAT IS COMPASSION AT WORK?

critical questions related to compassion in the workplace. Will em-

ployees who are treated with compassion take advantage of their 

managers or their organizations? Will compassion toward one mem-

ber of the team, like Xian, set a precedent that locks the manager or 

organization into a costly pattern of action in the future? Will Andy 

be able to be fair to others if he opens his heart to Xian’s suff ering? 

Will he look weak to the leaders who evaluate him if he off ers fl ex-

ibility to his staff ? Addressing and overcoming these concerns is a 

fundamental aim of this book. 

WHAT IS COMPASSION?

As organizational scholars, we study compassion from a social sci-

entifi c point of view. Compassion is more than an emotion; it is a 

felt and enacted desire to alleviate suff ering. We defi ne it as a four-

part process that involves: (1) noticing that suff ering is present in 

an organization, (2) making meaning of suff ering in a way that 

contributes to a desire to alleviate it, (3) feeling empathic concern 

for the people suff ering, and (4) taking action to alleviate suff ering 

in some manner.2 This defi nition highlights the fact that compas-

sion is a multipart process. We will explore in Part Two: Awakening 

Compassion in Our Work Lives how each aspect is aff ected by both 

human and organizational factors. 

It’s also notable that compassion always unfolds in relation to 

suff ering. This diff erentiates compassion from other positive in-

terpersonal concepts such as kindness, gratitude, and happiness. 

Kindness, for example, is a desire to voluntarily and proactively 

support another person’s fl ourishing, while happiness is a personal 

sense of well-being. Gratitude involves feeling and expressing ap-

preciation for a life experience. Experiences of happiness, gratitude, 

and kindness are important to developing a positive side of work. 
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 6 AN INTRODUCTION TO SUFFERING, COMPASSION, AND WORK

They are central concepts in the study of positive psychology, and 

research supports their role in cultivating mental, emotional, and 

physical health.3 Compassion contrasts with these in that it is ex-

plicitly linked to the shadow or darker side of life; compassion goes 

hand-in-hand with suff ering. But it isn’t all dark. Because it deeply 

bonds us with others, compassion is wired into our brains and bod-

ies in ways that motivate and reward us for responding to suff ering.4 

Compassion is central to human well-being, for those who provide 

it as well as for those who receive it. But because it encompasses 

both negative and positive, the dark and light sides of life, it isn’t 

always simple. 

COMPASSION IN ORGANIZATIONS 

Organizations matter in two ways when we want to understand 

compassion at work. First, workplaces provide a context that shapes 

what we notice, think, feel, and do as individuals. Second, work-

places are fi lled with people and resources that can be coordinated 

more or less competently to alleviate suff ering. We look closely at 

both the individual and the organizational levels in this book.

One way to understand the powerful role of organizations in 

awakening compassion is to engage in a thought experiment about 

a specifi c instance of suff ering, such as when members lose their 

homes in a fi re. We have studied responses to the same kind of loss 

in diff erent organizations and found very diff erent patterns of com-

passion. Imagine one workplace where the organization is widely 

known as a great place to work, and members come to the orga-

nization with explicit values of taking care of one another. These 

values help position a loss of a home in a fi re as relevant to the work 

community. Because it is important to care for people at work in 

this organization, it’s easier for people to feel empathy for the loss 
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and step in to begin organizing action to alleviate the impact of the 

fi re. It is seen as an appropriate and legitimate use of time and of the 

organization’s formal communication methods to organize action. 

In another organization, an announcement about a fi re that de-

stroyed employees’ homes lands in a busy, high-pressure workplace 

where competition is rampant. People who open the announcement 

in their crowded email boxes feel a fl eeting sense of concern, but 

this concern has to compete with budget concerns that receive more 

discussion. Many people don’t pay much attention to the announce-

ment at all. They are focused on trying to one-up each other and 

keep their positions in the next round of layoff s. While the people 

who do hear of the loss wish there was something they could do, 

they don’t view it as legitimate to use the organization’s formal chan-

nels to organize about nontask issues, so they end up doing nothing. 

There’s no easy way to turn their concern into action, so feelings of 

empathy melt away under the pressures of the next deadline. 

Notice that the two organizations in our thought experiment 

are each composed of kind people. But despite this fact, compassion 

unfolds very diff erently. In Part Three: Awakening Compassion 

Competence in Organizations, we will show in greater depth how 

elements of an organization such as network ties between people, 

cultural values, work roles, routines, and actions of leaders matter 

in creating these patterns of compassion that vary across organiza-

tions. While cultivating compassion in the individual members of 

organizations is helpful and important to awakening compassion, 

it is not enough. Understanding how structures and processes in 

organizations make it easier or harder to express compassion—not 

just at the interpersonal level but also at the systemic level—is es-

sential for awakening compassion at work. It is this system-level 

organizational focus that is the distinctive emphasis of our research 

and this book.
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KEY POINTS: DEFINING COMPASSION AT WORK 

∞ Compassion is a felt and enacted desire to alleviate suff ering.

∞ Compassion is defi ned as a four-part process involving 
attention, interpretation of suff ering, felt empathic concern, 
and action to alleviate suff ering.

∞ Suff ering is pervasive in workplaces. 

∞ Common sources of suff ering fl ow from outside work 
boundaries, when people suff er from illness, injury, loss, 
divorce, fi nancial pressures, addiction, or other hardships.

∞ Forms of suff ering arise from work itself, through down-
sizing, restructuring, change processes, the stress of heavy 
workloads, performance pressure, feeling devalued, disre-
spectful interactions, and other organizational sources.

BREAKING THE SILENCE ABOUT 

SUFFERING AT WORK

When we recently asked members of one organization where we 

were doing research to name sources of suff ering, they spoke of a 

lack of appreciation for their talents and skills, of being at the whim 

of supervisors who didn’t understand the diffi  culties of their work, 

of pressure of unreasonable deadlines and demands, and of feeling 

consistently devalued and disengaged when they wanted their work 

to be meaningful. These are pervasive forms of suff ering at work. So 

pervasive, in fact, that they likely are taken for granted as part of the 

work environment and slip under the surface of everyday work life.

Of course there are many sources of suff ering outside of work 

as well. Employees like Xian remind us of the suff ering that fl ows 

from deaths or illnesses in families and life losses such as divorces 

and separations. Suff ering arises from stresses in family roles, fi nan-

cial diffi  culties, addictions, and many more hardships. While these 
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forms of suff ering don’t originate within workplaces, they nonethe-

less seep in from outside. Silent suff ering colors work.5

An additional source of suff ering comes from organizations 

themselves, often through policies such as restructuring or down-

sizing, or as a result of change eff orts and heavy workloads. It’s easy 

to overlook or dismiss this suff ering. Managers and leaders may as-

sume it’s not important or it will go away on its own without their 

attention. But organizations that create pain can also address it with 

compassion. In fact, our work shows that the very best organiza-

tions, leaders, and managers regard this as a fundamental part of 

their work.6 

Research shows that compassion for this kind of pain leads to 

more adaptability and more eff ective change processes, which are 

part of the strategic signifi cance of compassion at work that we will 

discuss in chapter 2. There are other benefi ts as well. Patty’s story, 

which is adapted from our research, illustrates how an organiza-

tion can create suff ering during change. It also reveals a few ways 

that compassion at work would enhance both Patty’s well-being 

and the eff ectiveness of the organization. Patty loved her work as 

an executive assistant assigned to several leaders. She found joy in 

building close relationships with them and used her personal knowl-

edge about their likes and dislikes to anticipate their needs. Patty 

was masterful at recruiting resources that were maximally helpful, 

even before being asked. Executives she supported sometimes joked 

that Patty could read their minds. So when Patty received an email 

late one Friday afternoon telling her that she was being moved to 

a shared services group, she was surprised. The message told her 

that all executive and administrative assistants would now take work 

from a central pool. She felt shocked and devastated. None of the 

executives she supported were in the offi  ce this late on a Friday, so 

she had no one to ask about the change. Without anyone to help 
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her make sense of the message, Patty spent the weekend worried and 

trying to understand what it meant for her. 

First thing Monday morning, Patty arrived at her usual cubicle 

to fi nd a moving trolley and boxes. She was instructed to pack as 

quickly as possible. She had to change locations before she’d had 

a chance to interact with anyone. The rush left her no time to say 

good-bye. The fact that she moved to a distant building made it 

hard for people she’d worked closely with in the past to fi nd her. 

Patty began to do work from the request pool. While she was still 

an effi  cient employee, her daily experience of work changed dra-

matically. Online requests had to be fulfi lled without knowing the 

people or the story behind them. Patty’s magic talent of “mind 

reading” disappeared with this lack of relational connection. The 

change diminished Patty’s sense of her own competence and creativ-

ity. She still received warm smiles and an occasional comment like 

“We miss you!” from the leaders she had worked with before. But 

given the new structure, Patty now found herself lonely, isolated, 

and often bored by work that had previously been a source of joy 

and inspiration.

In Patty’s case, an effi  ciency-oriented change created suff ering as 

a by-product. Those who design and implement effi  ciency-oriented 

changes like these often give little consideration to how the pro-

cess could be done in ways that minimize suff ering. Managers and 

leaders likewise give little consideration to how they could alleviate 

suff ering in the aftermath of change. But this book will show you 

that, while suff ering might be inevitable, there are many opportuni-

ties for awakening compassion at work.

Let’s consider Patty’s case. How could her organization have im-

plemented change with greater compassion competence? Five steps 

would have increased compassion without decreasing effi  ciency. 

First, the timing of the communication could have been adjusted 
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with attention to suff ering, so that Patty did not have to make sense 

of the change alone over a weekend. Second, those implementing the 

change could have explicitly linked it with the overall culture and 

values of the organization that gave worth and dignity to support 

staff , making the change more meaningful to Patty and elevating her 

role rather than diminishing it. Third, the organization could have 

adjusted the relocation routines so that people who cared about 

Patty knew how to fi nd her and the sense of disconnection was 

minimized. Fourth, the organization could host a celebration in the 

service of embracing change, formally recognizing those who were 

moving into the support pool and also creating a chance to say a 

festive good-bye. And fi nally, the manager in the new shared services 

pool could involve Patty and others in crafting this new role with 

an eye toward making it as meaningful as possible. These fi ve steps 

would have cost little, but they would have made the change easier 

for Patty and strengthened the overall adaptability of the system.

Without compassion, workplaces can become powerful ampli-

fi ers of human suff ering. This book off ers a fuller picture of how 

to create organizations that awaken compassion. First we defi ne the 

key concepts and establish the case for compassion. The next part of 

the book focuses on individuals at work, and is designed to help you 

understand the four aspects of the compassion process more deeply 

and identify skills you can use to increase compassion in your work, 

no matter what it is. The third part of the book focuses on organi-

zations. It is designed to help you become a compassion architect 

for your organization, explaining a framework for understanding 

and designing a social architecture that enables compassion. The 

fourth part of the book presents tools that bring all the ideas to-

gether and helps you apply them to awaken compassion in your own 

work life and across your organization.
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