
Leaders who can truly
grasp where others are

coming from 

Build strong,
effective

relationships

When people feel
understood, valued,

and heard

Become more
engaged; more

motivated

When you have access
to what truly matters

to others

Solutions that benefit
everyone are created;
WIN-WIN outcomes

Empathy Is the New Smart
Empathy is the ability to understand and share the feelings of another person. It
is emerging as a vital asset and leadership differentiator. Leaders with empathy
are more able to deeply connect with and inspire others, thereby driving
transformative change.

It’s the skill of being present with and understanding the lived experiences of
those around you.   It’s not about being consumed by their emotions, but rather
maintaining your own balance while empathizing, allowing you to respond
thoughtfully and compassionately without losing yourself in their experiences.

Cognitive - understanding someone’s perspective 
Emotional - sharing in and feeling their emotions
Physical - appreciating where and what they are experiencing
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Developing our ability to be empathetic allows us to tune into and
connect with the energy, emotions, and values of others.
 
→  Transactional: Makes day-to-day things easier
→  Transformational: Opens you to new information and insights

Empathy manifests itself

Unlock capacity all around



Benefits: Why Invest in Empathy?
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Leaders with empathy cultivate genuine connections, making their teams feel
understood and valued. This deeper understanding helps create an
environment where people are more motivated and willing to contribute
fully.  

We see the benefits of empathy in our day-to-day (transactional) interactions
and through the deeper, lasting (transformational) changes it brings to
relationships and team dynamics. 

TRANSACTIONAL Benefits

Make dialogue bi-directional
(talking with vs. talking at) 

Understand who are you talking
with, how they think, what is
important to them, how they
process information.

Help people feel seen,
valued, and engaged.

Create a more positive
workplace culture, reduce
turnover, and enhance
employee satisfaction.

Support people to contribute
innovative ideas and take risks.

Understand what is important, why
risks are taken, and which risks are
worth it.

Engage your employees to
feel more understood and
valued, leading to higher
levels of trust and
engagement.

Accelerate trust

Enhance communication

Better understand others;
See, anticipate, and resolve
problems faster.

Resolve conflicts

Consider the impact on the
people you lead. 

Make more ethical and
sustainable decisions.

Improve decision-making

Retain talent Foster innovation

Increase empathy to:
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TRANSFORMATIONAL Benefits 

Be deeply connected and see,
hear, and feel (previously
unseen.)

Nurture a culture that values
connection, inclusion, and
mutual respect.

Foster trust across time,
geography, and adversity.

Building stronger, more loyal
bonds within teams.

Teams take ownership over their
work, engage more fully, and feel a
stronger connection to the
organization's purpose.

When we are aligned with and connected to someone, we see from their perspective
with fresh eyes. We utilize our senses to see, hear, and feel new ways of doing things. 

We open into more honest conversations, bringing new data to the table. Genuine
insights come to light and pave the way for impactful change. 

When we are fully present and truly connected, we intentionally bring fresh perspectives,
open new conversations, and explore new approaches.

By understanding the emotions and perspectives of others,
leaders can communicate more effectively, reducing

misunderstandings and conflicts. 

Build genuine, real,
relationships are foundational.
Care about who they are and
understand what matters to
them.

Forge sincere relationships

Inspire ownership

Shift cultures

Cultivate trust

Build capacity 

Looking deeper

Invest in empathy to:



Fear of compromising their authority or
decisiveness
Empathy is often misunderstood in
leadership, seen as a liability rather than
a strength

Long appreciated in understanding 
well-being and relationships

Fosters compassion and connection

Improves emotional intelligence

Promotes resilience and support networks

Under-appreciated in business
leadership

Empathy is a leadership superpower

Enhances engagement and communication

Drives loyalty and commitment
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IQ - concrete, objective, logical, measurable
EQ - abstract, subjective, intuitive, qualitative

Default to transactional behaviors
In high-stress environments, leaders
neglect the who (emotional needs of
their team) for the what (the
transaction)

Too stressed or overwhelmed to
engage 
Capacity is full

Unaware of their own limitations
Unable to recognize the
importance of empathy
Failure to see their own
deficiencies in this area

Struggle to engage meaningfully
with others
Find it challenging to form emotional
connections
Unable to communicate effectively

Unable to see, hear, or feel the
emotions of others
Discomfort that if others open up,
they will have to share too
(experiences, emotions)

Excuses we make to avoid empathy:

Lack of self-awareness

No bandwidth/cognitive capacity

Fear of emotions

Lack of connectivity

Confuse empathy for weakness 

Over-prioritize efficiency/short-term results  

Overvalue IQ at the cost of EQ 
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If Empathy Feels Hard

Empathy requires a deeper level of emotional investment—caring, seeing, and
feeling. It’s often easier to judge or criticize than to genuinely connect with
others’ experiences. Many of us are underdeveloped in honesty, compassion,
and candor, which creates barriers to empathy. We are overdeveloped in
doing, judging, criticizing, and distancing ourselves.

Boundaries: Fear that empathy might blur personal boundaries.
Solution: Practice distinguishing your own emotions from those of
others.

Perceived vulnerability: Concern that empathy may be seen as a weakness in
high-pressure environments.

Solution: Stay fully engaged while practicing empathy.

Empathy fatigue: Risk of burnout from prolonged exposure to others'
emotions without self-care.

Solution: Balance empathy with self-care and regular renewal.

What biases or judgments might I be bringing into this interaction?

Am I truly listening, or am I waiting for my turn to speak?

How are my own emotions influencing the way I perceive this situation?

What can I learn by being genuinely curious about this person’s experience?

Am I fully present in this interaction, or is my mind wandering?

How can I match my communication to align with this person’s current
situation?

How can I remove barriers for them to feel more heard and supported? 

Questions to reflect on to engage more deeply

Key challenges:
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Consequences of Neglecting Empathy 

Life loses luster

Detached, disengaged, and
disconnected from the world
around us.

Surface-level connections

Nice but not meaningful,
contributing to the loneliness
epidemic.

Operate with partial information

Teams function with limited
understanding, missing insights
into who people are and what
they need to thrive.

Relationships become transactional

Ethical lapses: Leaders ignoring
human impact make harmful choices
for employees and the community.

Erosion of trust

Breakdowns in trust lead to
disengagement and reduced
productivity.

Increased turnover: Employees
feeling undervalued are more likely
to leave, raising recruitment and
training costs.

Stifled innovation

A lack of empathy stifles creative
thinking and risk-taking, hindering
innovation.

What gaps in understanding might be limiting your team’s ability to thrive?

How might disconnection be affecting your team’s engagement and
performance?

Where do you see eroded trust or disengagement? How can they be
repaired with empathy?

Questions:



Self 
Manage

Presence

Open
Connect 

More 
Deeply
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How to Create More Empathy

Find stillness
Quiet internal chatter
Shift out of dominant modality (doing) where you feel skilled, logical, preferences

Engage deeply with others
Tune into what you see, listen, feel
Zero out yourself to open into others
Engage your compassion and presence

Presence—to stay still and connected 
Have compassion—seek first to understand
People read if it is transactional (giving to get) 
Notice: Who are they? What do they want/need?
Use systems, tools and structures to be able to be really present to others

Be with others
Notice the desire to judge, fix, solve 
Deeper presence. Values calibrations  
Hold the tension: see inequity, feel their pain, engage complexity 

Be present

Be open

Self-manage

Connect more deeply



Key Signs/Skills High Empathy Low Empathy

Communication
Effective communication
with adaptive styles

Ineffective communication
with limited input

Listening
Asking the questions,
seeking to understand

Listening is superficial and
focused on responding

Non-Verbal Awareness
Adept at observing,
reading, and interpreting
non-verbal cues

Non-verbal cues are often
ignored or misinterpreted

Conflict Resolution
Conflicts are resolved
amicably with mutually
beneficial outcomes

Conflicts escalate quickly,
with a win-lose mentality

Maintained Relationships
Relationships are
preserved even during
disputes

Relationships deteriorate
during conflicts

Psychological Safety
Safe environment for
sharing ideas and concerns

Insecure environment
where sharing is
discouraged

Vulnerability
Vulnerability is encouraged
and respected

Vulnerability is feared or
mocked

Supportive Behavior
Emotional support offered
during difficulties

Little emotional support,
difficulties are minimized

Adaptability and
Flexibility

Willingness to adjust plans
to accommodate needs

Rigid processes with
unwillingness to adapt

Self-Reflection and
Growth

Open to feedback and
continuous improvement

Defensive to feedback with
no interest in improvement
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Developing Greater Awareness



Ideas into Action

Explore new capabilities and what becomes possible with increased
empathy. Notice how your life becomes more fulfilling with increased

emotional engagement.

To learn more, visit aimleadership.com © 2024 AIM Leadership

AWARENESS:
Who around you has great empathy? What
do you observe?
Where are you able to be empathetic?  
Where do you struggle to be empathetic?
What supports you to be more empathetic?
Where do you see the cost/benefits of
greater empathy? 

ACTIVATION:
Notice your biases and judgements about
when empathy is good or okay? When
empathy is bad? 
What tools or practices will increase your
empathy? 
How can you build cognitive, emotional and
physical empathy? 
Identify transactional relationship: How can
empathy activate change?

AGILITY BUILDING:
What helps you maintain empathy, even in
high-stress situations? 
How can you initiate more bi-directional
communication with your team?
Are you listening to understand, or am simply
waiting for your turn to speak?
How are your emotions influencing your
perceptions of others' situations?

ACCOUNTABILITY: 
What structures or systems support you and
your culture?
What strategies will ensure empathy remains
a key aspect of your leadership?
Who can provide feedback on how well you
demonstrate empathy?
How can you enhance awareness of others'
perspectives and emotions?

INTEGRATE/ACCELERATE: 
Implement strategies that accelerate the
development of empathy.
Use empathy to enhance trust,
communication, and innovation across your
team.
What can you do today to practice empathy
and better connect with those around you?


