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​Many thanks to my husband, Dan, for being the support I needed to extend empathy to myself, and to my sister, Amy, who just gets it.

​​
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T

his book is for everyone who has tried to do the right thing because they feel for others: everyone who has lived clean lives, gone to work, paid their taxes, mowed their lawn, and quietly raised their kids as best they could. Our unempathic counterparts often overlook us, even when we lead with empathy and acknowledge we’re not the only stars in the universe. Still, we have nothing but good intentions for everyone. 

People generally mean well for themselves and others. Still, if they have empathy without the skill to use it actionably, they can’t always level up as leaders, managers, and humans. There are a few malicious people, but for the most part, people sincerely want to do the best they can. That doesn’t mean that having empathy creates people who are soft and pushoverable, however. It’s no longer enough to simply have empathy. It’s time to learn how to actively use empathy.

We live in interesting times, and many people, most notably the up-and-coming generations, are no longer willing to settle for the status quo, and it’s showing. Quiet quitting, the Great Resignation, Minimal Mondays, resenteeism, coffee badging, revenge quitting, and countless other movements are testaments to this, and that’s not including the foreseeable winds of change, including artificial intelligence, generational friction, and the never-ending saga over remote work. 

The days of separating ourselves from one another are over, at least for those who want to thrive and not just survive. While we could all use a reexamination of what empathy is and how we can use it to create action in modern society, this holds especially true for those in leadership positions. Not only are these people situated to do the most good for groups of people, but they also have the power to do the most damage, simply through carelessness. And the more we rely on unempathic technology, such as AI to create more efficient processes, the more the people who can double down on relational intelligence skills, like empathy and emotional intelligence, will lead the way. Scarcity often determines value. This is no different.

Am I saying that if someone’s a leader, they lack empathy? Absolutely not, and even if there are a few Montgomery Burns (from The Simpsons) types out there, I’d wager that this is a small percentage of the leaders we all interact with every day. But it does mean that many don’t know how to turn empathy into action. It’s one thing to have empathy but another to use it.

My research backs my belief that most people have empathy, with estimates averaging between 95 percent and 98 percent (although some studies suggest that, because of societal pressures, it may have dropped as low as 93 percent)​[i]. Like most human behavior, empathy exists on a spectrum. There are those who show natural talent and those who need to work at it, but that’s normal. We all have areas where we’re stronger and areas that need improvement. While it’s true that some people have no empathy at all, they’re in the vast minority, and honestly, they’re not the ones I’m concerned with. I’m more concerned with the majority of people who have it but don’t know how to use it actionably in a business setting to exponentially enhance leadership. And I do mean exponentially.

Stacks of popular literature are screaming for more empathy and better emotional intelligence (or EQ) and have been for decades. Look up “empathy” or “EQ” in Forbes, the Harvard Business Review, or the Wall Street Journal. Many articles talk about how emotional intelligence is essential, why leadership needs to integrate it, and what the outcomes can be. The academic journals haven’t caught up to modern issues yet, but more formal studies are focusing on this topic. Empathy and EQ are also hot topics on Reddit, Quora, LinkedIn, and Facebook, as well as other social media platforms. But that’s the problem. Even though everyone’s talking about it, I don’t see much advice on how to implement empathy to take effective action. Good leaders aren’t looking for a lecture; they’re looking for actionable answers. That’s where this book begins.

I look at the whole picture to instill EQ via Empathy with my clients. I interview coworkers, employees, family, friends, and people intimately connected with the person with whom I am working. People act differently with the ones closest to them than with their employees or colleagues. Our inconsistent use of empathy in corporate, academic, and nonprofit settings creates a disconnect. Empathy exists within organizations, but many leaders don’t consider it a core leadership skill. Do we honestly leave everything personal at the door? Of course not. So why not start harnessing the tool kits we use at home in the workplace? 

Although many leaders see empathy as “too soft” or complex to leverage effectively in a business setting, my studies show that when leadership taps into EQ by engaging empathy, there’s less turnover, more loyalty, and, ultimately, the powerful triad of enhanced productivity, innovation, and profit. This isn’t just something to do because it’s “nice.” We can make a strong business case for empathy, and the outcome is positive.

By the end of this book, I hope that every reader will have a better idea of what empathy is and how to use it to tap into emotional intelligence—and why that’s vital for both leaders and supporters in today’s ever-changing world. And make no mistake: although I work primarily with leadership because they have the power to reach large groups of people, this book is for everyone. I hope this book influences not only top leadership but also emerging leaders and people who want to create something better than what we currently see. We’re all leaders, whether a leader of one or a leader of many. Empathy isn’t only an emotion. It’s a life skill and something everyone should foster without exception. We’ve been running the same old “command-and-control” style of leadership for decades. Rather than doing what we’ve always done and expecting a different result, isn’t it time to take a different approach?

How to Use This Book

You’ll find a story arc running throughout the book at the beginning of each chapter. This is my story. Unempathic leadership changed the trajectory of my life. I can’t go back, but maybe I can keep it from happening again. 

We all rise together, and this is one way I can share this information with my readers. Of course, I’m always ready to answer questions and talk to people, so please feel free to reach out. Here’s to a brighter future for us all!
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O

ur world is changing, and fast. A 2013 article from the BBC estimated that people now take in as much information in a single day as they would have over their entire lifetime (or roughly 12,775 days) in the fifteenth century​[ii]. That piece came out ten years ago. According to IBM, we have created 90 percent of the world’s total data from the beginning of time to now in the last two years! For someone in a leadership position, this might include a buffet of information about artificial intelligence and generational expectations, as well as legal, financial, societal, regulatory, and DEI&J nuggets. The sheer amount of information becomes overwhelming, but the single thread that runs through it all is that it starts with people. Even AI. Empathy is the single skill that you can utilize to tap into all other emotional intelligence, and that’s why I feel it’s so important. It’s a cornerstone of our humanity and the one thing leaders can use to exponentially “up their game.”

Peter Salovey and John Mayer coined the term emotional intelligence (or EQ) in 1990,​[iii] and Daniel Goleman brought it to public awareness in 1995.​[iv] It’s been a buzzword ever since. In an article aptly titled “Emotional Intelligence,” Salovey and Mayer’s definition stated that emotional intelligence is the “accurate appraisal and expression of emotion in oneself and others, the effective regulation of emotion in self and others, and the use of feelings to motivate, plan, and achieve in one’s life.” For anyone who checked out halfway through that sentence, it means understanding your emotions, controlling them when needed, and focusing on them to achieve. It also means understanding the emotions of others. This means that emotions do belong in business and that recognizing and applying EQ effectively gives you a substantial edge. Remember, we’ve been talking about emotional intelligence for over thirty years, and we’re still trying to figure out precisely what it means and how we can use it. Any definition is deceptively simple. If it were an easy answer, we’d have figured it out by now.

So What’s the Holdup?

Part of the problem is societal. In many leadership circles, people see empathy and emotional intelligence as liabilities: they make you soft, a pushover, spineless, and not authoritative. One would think that with the rise of so many people recognizing charismatic, servant, transformational, and authentic leadership styles in recent years, we could agree that this isn’t the case and that there’s room for all flavors of effective leaders. But old habits die hard, and we seem to cherry-pick some parts of an evolving definition of leadership while ignoring others.

The other problem is the effort required to develop and efficiently learn to use new skills. This means any skill, and I define EQ via Empathy as a learnable skill. If a leader wouldn’t expect to acquire skills in finance, accounting, or statistics overnight, then why would EQ via Empathy be any different? Yet I hear the same objections:

“I don’t have time.” 

“We’re doing fine the way we are.” 

“Isn’t that why we have HR?”

Those are just a few excuses I hear from executives for not cultivating EQ skills at their companies (and there are so many more!).

Regardless of the company’s size, leaders are busy, and people have pitched them so many “Learn Leadership in Four Easy Steps” solutions that they’re a little suspicious. When we’ve been trying to ignore emotions because the message has always been that they don’t belong in business, but then we’re suddenly confronted with the case that people are the business and that means including emotions, it means rethinking how we approach organizations altogether. Emotions most definitely do belong in business. No MBA that I’m aware of truly prepares people with these relational skills outside of a leadership class or two, and that does our leaders and emerging leaders a great disservice. 

EQ and Empathy Are Skills?

Suppose a leader is willing to accept that EQ via Empathy doesn’t show weakness and, to the contrary, will strengthen anyone’s status as a leader or emerging leader. And let’s say they’re willing to invest the effort to integrate EQ skills into daily practice. Now there’s a third step. It’s not enough to simply have EQ via Empathy—you have to use it. Sticking these skills in your back pocket and feeling warm inside because you simply have empathy and emotional intelligence is a waste of something valuable that can ignite outstanding leadership. This might sound overly dramatic, but it’s right on target.

I don’t want this book to be overly academic or “chewy” reading, but rather the starting point in your journey to becoming a more empathic leader. My job is to do the research and footwork so you don’t have to. I want to make this information accessible to anyone who needs it, especially the people out in the world who are putting knowledge into practice. I’ve added as much reference material as needed to respect other people’s work, but I don’t want to drown anyone in “academese.” For the interested people, I’ll reference all of my research in the back; for those who aren’t, that’s okay too.

Academics aside, emotional intelligence has been part of the leadership conversation for over thirty years and isn’t going away. We seem to believe it’s essential, so why not use it? The people who can figure this “super skill” out will be ready to lead the pack. So why can’t that person be you?
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​Part I
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​Understanding Emotional Intelligence Through Empathy: Where to Begin
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Empathy is not only a nice-to-have but the glue and accelerant for business transformation in the next era of business.


—Steve Payne, Vice Chair of

Consulting for EY Americas​[v]



W

here did that quote come from? An Ernst & Young consulting survey in 2021 revealed that “empathy could be the secret sauce” for organizational success. The survey carried enough weight that E&Y repeated it in 2023. 

Emotional intelligence has been a buzzword since 1990, when it first came into being, as we now understand it, in an article by Peter Salovey and John Mayer. We’ve tossed it around, held it up to the light for examination, and collectively agreed it’s a good thing. Countless programs, coaching experts, learning and development platforms, HR functions, and books have grown up around it. Yet every day, I see people talking about the absence of it. In over thirty years, we should have understood what it all means, organized it into a teachable method, and used it alongside the other skills taught for best leadership practices. What gives?

Why Aren’t We Using Emotional Intelligence More Effectively Already?

There are two reasons that, despite the best intentions, emotional intelligence still takes a back seat in the modern business world. The first is an inability to explain how to use it and why it’s such an important asset. Most people have it, but we’re never trained to use it in an organizational environment. Even worse, many business programs actively ignore it. Sure, we all need to know finance, economics, human capital management, and accounting, but aren’t emotional intelligence skills just as necessary, or maybe more? After all, organizations undeniably consist of people, yet somehow, people are what confuse us the most.  They’re unpredictable and just too human-y to fully understand.

The second is that even if someone knows and understands empathy, they rarely know how to use it. I call this making empathy and EQ actionable. It’s the most essential part of the recipe. We spend so much time on leadership skills, personality tests, and executive training to learn these skills, yet we rarely teach EQ and empathy to spur tangible action. Of course, how we use EQ or empathy depends on the people and the situation, but all the same, there’s more than simply having it. My favorite illustration of this is the treadmill that many people get for their New Year’s resolution. It sits in the corner of the bedroom and is now a hanger for clothes. We all have the best intentions, but like with empathy, the treadmill won’t give results if it’s not used. But when used consistently, it delivers results.

I’m inviting everyone reading this book to approach it with an open mind and understand that if we genuinely believe we are in an environment where organizations need every edge they can get, then actionable EQ via Empathy might be the holy grail everyone’s been searching for. After hearing words like empathy and emotional intelligence thrown about for as long as they have been, it can be challenging to take them seriously, but I intend to show what EQ via Empathy is, how to use it, and what it means.

And let’s be honest: what do you have to lose?
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​Chapter 1
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​Where to Begin
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A world without empathy is a world that is dead to others—and if we are dead to others, we are dead to ourselves.


—Joan Halifax, author and anthropologist​[vi]



A Dream Derailed:

The Cost of Unempathic Leadership

N

ot everyone has dealt with unempathic leadership, but the damage is very real and more widespread than most leaders like to think. I’ve worked with many people who have lost careers, income, relationships, self-esteem, and even themselves because of the ripple effects of unempathic leaders in their lives. I’m one. I knew I wanted to be a musician from the first time I played an instrument at the age of six. I started young, not because my parents made me, but because I loved music, first singing, then playing piano, and finally learning to play the French horn. I desperately wanted to succeed and worked for it, like so many of us do. Not everyone is in music, but we all make sacrifices, whether taking on student loans or accepting unpaid internships, doing our time in lower positions to rise up, or even just putting in the time in the grind. 

After years of paying my dues, I thought I’d finally hit my goal and landed my dream job: I was a professor of music! I’d have all the performing and presenting I would’ve had just being a gigging musician, which I was already known for, plus stability, a monthly paycheck, and benefits! The music industry sees professors who teach an instrument like I did as top in their field, both as teachers and performers. Jobs like this are extremely rare and very competitive, and people tend to stay in them forever, making openings scarce. I even moved across the country, far away from family and support, to chase that dream of having what I’d always wanted. 

What I didn’t realize was how hard it would be to maintain a position I thought I had rightfully earned through my accomplishments, talent, and grit. What was supposed to be the start of a dream career quickly became the start of a nightmare. Through a series of encounters with people who misused their positions of power and an unempathic system’s failure to provide fundamental protection, I found myself on the edge of homelessness. It didn’t happen overnight, though; it happened after years of struggle and a slow, steady descent through a system that didn’t care and only wanted me to be quiet. What I endured at work took a toll on my private life, my mental and physical health, and everyone I was close to. I wasn’t the first person this happened to here, and I doubt I was the last, but it happened all the same. My brain blocked some of it out, but some memories are as vivid today as they were then.

On a cold night in my car, a tear rolled down my cheek, quickly multiplied, and cascaded down my face. Since having to relocate to my car with my cat, my only companion through these challenges, I could barely function from an ever-present brain fog. Unfortunately, that was just one of many effects created by the unempathic “leaders” who led me to this state of fear, isolation, and instability. My cat, in my lap now, was just as scared and confused as I was.  Although he had once had a coat of vibrant orange fur, his tummy was now raw and bleeding from anxious overgrooming. His obsessive licking proved that the situation wasn’t just dire for me but also for him.

We were both terrified. I’d tried to clean up the car as best I could, but the smell of his vomit lingered,  a constant reminder of how deeply fear, confusion, and grief had shaken us. I’d fought hard for my dream. How had it all gone so wrong so fast?

Though I knew a restful sleep in my reclined car seat would be nearly impossible, the next day I’d still work, teach, walk on stage, perform like the pro I’d trained to be, and pretend nothing was wrong. I’d slip into the gym to shower and try to look the part, seeming like another early morning exerciser, but knowing it was all an illusion. There was always the fear that the tears would overcome me at the worst possible time, in front of people or as I was teaching a class. If I told anyone, I could lose what little I had left. I had to play the part as if nothing was wrong because who would ever understand? Who would empathize? My story is pretty extreme, and I’m sparing you many details. I just know I am not the only one. I’ve worked with people who have had dreams crushed just as completely. 

Maybe the dream was only to go to work and have a work-life balance. 

Maybe the dream was to climb the corporate ladder and live a good life. 

Maybe the dream was just to have a calm workplace where people don’t feel the need to disengage or live in fear, always guarded, just to get through the day. 

I’m writing this to show how far the effects of unempathic leadership can go. 

This might not be your exact experience, but I bet many people will recognize bits of their own story in mine. I can’t undo the damage that’s in the past, but I can try to make something good out of it. And if only one person identifies with even a little bit of this, it’s enough.

What is Empathy Anyway?

Empathy is one of those words people throw around a lot. After a while, it blends into the background noise, along with words and phrases like “EQ,” “soft skills,” “kindness,” “courage,” and “leadership.” We all know what we think they mean, but we’d still struggle to give solid definitions. Everyone is talking about empathy and EQ it seems, but very few could explain either in one sentence. If we can’t define it, then how can we possibly do it?

I was speaking to a high-level leader a couple of weeks ago, and he was almost offended that I thought he might not have empathy. “I recently gave to the United Way, and we always round up for charity at the grocery store. My wife and I even volunteer for homeless causes and give to Guide Dogs for the Blind. Of course I have empathy!” Ironically, I never questioned whether he had empathy or EQ. He was warm and engaging, and I believed he genuinely cared about his people. But while any gesture of empathy is wonderful, I was explicitly talking about how he used it actionably to create results as a leader within his organization. When someone’s in a leadership position, it needs to go much further than “paying it forward” at the local coffee house. I had no doubt that this man had empathy, but I wasn’t convinced he knew how to use it effectively as a leader. It wasn’t that he was holding out on his people, but rather that he hadn’t learned how to make empathy effective in his role as a leader.  And this makes him normal. No one teaches us how to use EQ via Empathy as a skill, so why would he know how?

I’m proposing something different, innovative, and wildly effective. Learning to make EQ actionable through empathy isn’t tricky, but it is a process that requires practice and a willingness to challenge “normal,” especially in our current leadership settings. If you do what you’ve always done, you’ll have what you’ve always had. Isn’t it time for something better?

Whose Responsibility Is It?

The crucial point is I’m not the story’s hero—you are. Whenever there’s a story, there’s a hero, and there’s a helper: someone who can come in and help the hero with their journey. The role of the helper isn’t to do the hero’s journey for them, nor is it to become the hero. Their place is to help the hero see things differently and maybe even gently suggest a better path. The people who are in leadership positions or are aspiring leaders and have the hero’s journey are the ones I’m trying to help by navigating organizational waters with a different view on both EQ and empathy. I mean, who would Frodo be without Sam? Sherlock Holmes without Dr. Watson? Daniel without Mr. Miyagi? These heroes might have survived without help, but they were considerably more successful with assistance from the right people at the correct times. The helpers allowed the heroes to reach their full potential and rise above.

The leadership I work with often asks whether EQ via Empathy is a learnable, practicable skill or a trait we’re just born with, and the answer is both. When I say there is a skill-based part that’s learnable, people tend to respond with reasonable doubt. Many have learned that empathy is something you’re either born with or you’re not. In some ways that’s true, but it doesn’t tell the whole story. I won’t argue that people without any empathy at all probably can’t learn it, at least not the emotional kind, and they probably don’t want to. Those aren’t the people I hope to reach. Statistics estimate that approximately 93–98 percent of people have empathy to some degree, so most don’t have to learn it; they simply have to practice it.​[vii] There’s no shortage of practice opportunities since everyone has an estimated nine opportunities to empathize every day. And although there’s no research on it, I would be willing to bet that those in leadership positions have considerably more opportunities to apply empathy daily.

Another point I’d like to make is that this book isn’t exclusively for those already in leadership roles. It’s for aspiring leaders and those who want to understand leadership better. It’s for those who lead their church, their family, their community, or maybe only themselves. It’s for those who think they might one day be interested in a leader’s position and those who know they never want to lead other people, but are still a member of the human race. 

The real questions are: do you heed the call? Or will you bury your head and pretend the way we’ve always done things is good enough? That, of course, is up to you.
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​Chapter 2
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​Defining Empathy
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If you’re asking how to create a more empathetic workplace, you’re way ahead of everybody else.


—Daniel Lubetzky,

founder of KIND​[viii]



The Slow Unraveling: 

Trapped in a System That Won’t Listen

H

ave you ever had someone in your life who didn’t seem to have any empathy? Just didn’t know, or didn’t care, about anyone but themselves? Some have mental illnesses, while some have personalities formed in childhood, and some have biological and neurological differences that cause them to have no empathy. Mental health professionals label this last group as Dark Triad personalities: psychopaths/sociopaths, narcissists, and Machiavellians.​[ix]
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