
PREPARING FOR
EMPATHY

Five Steps To Help You And

Your Team Connect Better

With Others
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Empathetic organisations tend to have stronger leaders, as well as teams that are more

loyal and engaged. In addition, an environment of empathy will aid in the success of your

Diversity, Equity and Inclusion initiatives, improve innovation, support your customer

service efforts and even boost the wellness of your teams.

 

Luckily, for the vast majority of us, empathy is a skill we can always improve. If you find it

difficult to put yourself in someone else’s shoes, or if you feel that you sometimes suffer

from a compassion deficit, there are things you can do to strengthen your empathy

muscles.

 

If you’re thinking of trying to increase your team’s empathy skills (or your own), here are

five very important considerations that will help pave the way to success.

Should Your Organisation Be More
Empathetic?
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If you’re going to truly listen to people, you will need to make time for it. All too often,

we rush from task to task, and dash from one meeting to another, feeling stressed out

or totally absorbed with getting things done.

But, to really put ourselves in the shoes of another and understand how they feel, we

need to spend some quality time with that person – or at least a few moments – where

we’re fully present, listening intently and able to ask questions that help them open up. 

It’s hard to ‘do’ empathy on the run. So, at a minimum, carve out 15 minutes a day.

Schedule the time in your diary, and then reach out to someone you’d like to

understand better. Be prepared to ask questions and listen.

Don’t just stop after the first thing they say. Empathetic listening requires you to gently

ask additional questions until the person truly feels heard and shares what they’re

feeling. I’m not saying you need to pry, however, if someone clearly doesn’t want to

share.

But try to go beyond the typical surface ‘How are you?’, instead asking questions such

as ‘What’s your biggest challenge right now?’ or ‘If you could wave a magic wand and

solve one problem in your life, what would it be?’

Many of us are used to those around us being superficial listeners, so it’s quite shocking

when someone makes a genuine effort to show curiosity, seeking to understand us. Be

the person who goes beyond the norm by asking meaningful questions. You’ll be known

as a genuine, supportive and compassionate colleague or friend.

Make Time

TIME
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Recently, I was delivering a keynote to a group of healthcare professionals, and I asked

‘What gets in the way of being empathetic?’ One answer was particularly insightful.
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Empathic listening takes intention. Why? Well, most of the time, when we listen to others,

it’s just so we can drop our own opinions into the conversation, or share our own

experiences. It’s rare that we enter a conversation purely to listen, with no other motive

than to understand the speaker better.

If you’re the sort of person who enjoys giving advice, or chiming in with ‘Yeah, that

happened to me, too’, then, initially, you might struggle with listening in a truly empathic

manner.  You might also find empathic listening to be difficult if you enjoy a bit of

debate or like to challenge the ideas you hear.

Challenging

Debating

Doubting

Saying ‘Oh, yes, I have

experience with that! Let me

tell you what happened

when...’

Changing the subject

before the speaker finishes

sharing

Learn To Be An Empathic Listener02

Don’t despair. If you’d like to listen

with empathy, then try to avoid the

following:
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Remember, you don’t have to agree with what they’re saying, but the idea is

to listen in such a way that you comprehend that person’s feelings, and that

means encouraging them to open up.

Challenging, debating and doubting will put the speaker on the defensive,

causing them to close down. Saying ‘Oh, I know exactly what you mean!’

before the speaker has fully shared their feelings and their situation tends to

turn the focus towards yourself and away from them.

And, of course, changing the subject to one that interests you more or

because you’re not sure you can ‘handle’ what the speaker is saying means

that you’re cutting them off in their tracks. Not a good way to display

empathy!
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For many of us, we show support by

trying to solve the problems of our loved

ones or friends. But, when we’re

attempting to be empathetic, sometimes

that’s not necessary.

Plan to shy away from making a quick

diagnosis followed by offering a solution.

Frequently, people will simply appreciate

your listening ear, and absolutely won’t

need or want you to try to ‘fix’ their

problems. Many people already have

solutions in mind, or they can locate the

solutions they need by themselves with a

bit of trust and encouragement. 

Perhaps your listening will serve as a

catalyst for them to take action. Or

maybe it will give them vital moral

support, helping to lighten their load

after sharing their predicament with you. 

Recently, at a client workshop, I ran a

demonstration of empathic listening. The

employee I had chosen for the

demonstration shared that he had a

leaky pipe in his house and was waiting

for the plumber to arrive. 

Support Rather Than Solve03
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Now clearly, in that situation, there was

absolutely nothing I could have done to

fix the problem. Perhaps I could have

said, ‘Well, if your plumber doesn’t work

out, I know a good one I can recommend’

or maybe I could have shared my own

leaky pipe story.

Instead, I just listened to him, and asked

him how he felt about being at home with

a bathroom leak during lockdown, the

plumber running late, and his children

who were about to return from school

needing to take baths.

He shared his frustration and resignation.

I didn’t attempt to solve the problem for

him; instead, all I did was ask what was

next for him in that situation. At the end

of the demonstration, he expressed

gratitude at being allowed to get his

feelings off his chest, admitting that he

felt renewed appreciation for his wife,

who tended to listen to him with empathy

all the time. He expressed the realisation

that he tends to be a ‘fixer’, and that he’d

now take more time with his wife to

purely listen and support her, rather than

trying to ‘solve’ the issue.

So, remember that you can add value

purely by listening and encouraging.

Sometimes, there’s no fixing required!
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What is it that fills you up, bringing you joy or relaxation? What energises you?

Is it sports, meditation, yoga, or spending time with your family (or time away from them)?

Does healthy eating make you feel great, helping you realise you’ve felt a bit low

because you’ve been filling yourself with junk food for the past few weeks? Maybe you’ve

been neglecting your morning run, or you’ve missed watching that trashy soap opera that

makes you smile.

Whatever it is, it’s really hard to pour empathy from an empty cup, so do whatever it

takes to ensure you’re feeding your spirit. If you can lighten your existing load, then do it!

When you’re feeling concerned about scarcity – not enough time, not enough joy, not

enough energy, not enough resources – then it’s going to be hard for you to give the

generous gifts of listening and being compassionate.

Recharge your batteries; do what it takes to be ready for empathetic behaviour.

Whenever we’re about to undertake emotionally challenging work, it’s best to ensure we

fill our own cups first. This is a concept similar to the ‘put your own oxygen mask on

before attempting to help others’ warning from aviation safety notices.

Whenever you’re feeling tetchy, irritable, stressed or burned out, your empathy efforts will

probably not be very successful. So, before making time for others, make a bit of time for

yourself.

Fill Your Cup04
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Read more fiction about characters from cultures, genders, races and

historical eras other than your own. 

Next time you’re selecting a book, purposely choose a title that’s set in a

location or time period about which you know very little. Read with curiosity

and fascination. Instead of just turning the pages to learn what happens

next, try to visualise yourself in the characters’ shoes. Ask yourself what they

might do. If you were in their positions, how would you feel, and what

actions would you take?

Watch a movie or Netflix series, and, as the scenes change (or at the end

of each episode), try to predict how one or two of the characters are

feeling, and what they might do during the next phase of the narrative.

Turn to unfamiliar news sources. If you’re conservative, check out more

liberal publications, and vice versa. Or read news from a country or society

vastly different than your own. Select a few articles that make you curious –

or incredulous!

During a virtual keynote speech for one of my tech clients, an audience member was

brave enough to type in the chat ‘I don’t think I’m very empathetic, so this won’t come

easily to me.’ 

If you typically struggle to display empathy towards others, don’t despair. You can

improve. Prepare yourself by doing one or all of the following:

Look at each story from a human perspective, and, even if you disagree with the

sentiment expressed or the behaviour of the individuals involved, try to put yourself in

their positions. What were they thinking and feeling? What might have driven them to

behave the way they did? Can you find some compassion for them? Imagine yourself in

their predicament. What would you do, and how would you feel?

Start Small05
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As you can see, preparing for empathy doesn’t have to be difficult. There are a number

of ways to get yourself ready to become a supportive, compassionate presence in

someone’s life, or to ready your organisation for initiatives boosting engagement,

wellbeing, diversity & inclusion and customer service.

 Give yourself or your teams a head start by doing some or all of the following:

If you’d like some support with your Empathy, Communication or Diversity & Inclusion

initiatives, Shola Kaye offers keynotes, workshops and train-the-trainer sessions.

View Shola’s Empathy to Equity Blueprint - an overview of Shola’s work in this area

View Shola’s Speaking page

https://sholakaye.com/empathy-to-equity/

https://sholakaye.com/speaking

Empathy for leaders    

Empathy under pressure    

Empathy, diversity & inclusion    

How to give effective feedback with empathy    

Empathy for remote teams

Make time 

Be present, and listen without judgement

Listen to support rather than to ‘fix’

Replenish your stores of energy and compassion

Strengthen your empathy muscles by carefully selecting

challenging books, movies and news sources

CONCLUSION AND NEXT STEPS

Keynote And Workshop Topics Include:
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ABOUT SHOLA

Shola Kaye is an award-winning speaker and author of

two books on communication. Her work has appeared in

Harper’s Bazaar, Marie Claire, Forbes and a variety of

Human Resource and Management publications. She

spent the first part of her career in IT Consultancy in the

USA and the UK. Her experiences as a minority – black,

female and introvert – led to an interest in learning to

create inclusive workplaces with open, supportive

communication. Shola went on to become a professional

performer, appearing on stages around the world.

Today, she uses her background in the workplace and

as an entertainer in order to share clear, effective

communication frameworks that help people work

together better. These frameworks are delivered in a

high impact, engaging and relatable style, with many

practical takeaways.

Shola presents at global company keynotes, leadership

development sessions, employee network meetings and

industry conferences. Her clients include Deloitte,

American Express, Tate & Lyle and the United Nations.

Find out more at

https://sholakaye.com
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