
An exceptional leader exhibits fluency over a broad set of cognitive and emotional tools that can be 
drawn upon to stimulate the growth of people, products, services, movements and businesses. One of 
the most powerful and pliable of these tools - especially when it comes to heightening your reasoning 
abilities - is empathy. 

In the 1990s, neurophysiological researchers discovered functionality in the human brain that suggested 
that we seem to be “deeply and necessarily interconnected with others.1” These findings supported what 
buddhists and meditation practitioners have believed for centuries: empathy is essential to mutual 
happiness and growth. 

In the original Sanskrit Buddhist texts, the concept of compassion is described by the words maitri 
and anukampa. Maitri indicates a sense of fellowship with others; anukampa describes a deep empathy 
that arises in the encounter with suffering and which gives rise to action.2 

The Greater Good Science Center at the University of California, Berkeley defines empathy as “the ability 
to sense other people’s emotions, coupled with the ability to imagine what someone else might be 
thinking or feeling.3” The Institute of Design at Stanford describes empathizing as the “effort to 
understand the way [others] do things and why, their physical and emotional needs, how they think 
about world, and what is meaningful to them.4” Soka Gakkai International5 defines compassion as 
“empowering others, helping them unlock strength and courage from within their lives in order to 
overcome their problems.” 

It’s difficult to overstate the importance of empathy (sensing emotions) in healthy human interactions. 
“Empathy plays a crucial role in human social interaction at all stages of life; it is thought to help 
motivate positive social behavior, inhibit aggression, and provide the affective and motivational bases for 
moral development.6” But empathy seems to be an increasingly important capability for the modern 
leader. Empathy is core to the design thinking process7, it’s critical in developing and maintaining a 
positive corporate culture8 and can be positively correlated to on the job performance9. 

Beyond the creative, managerial and cultural benefits of effective empathizing, leaders who exhibit a 
willingness to develop a deep understanding of others set a wonderful example to all others. And when 
other essential critical thinking skills are combined with empathetic reasoning, leaders are equipped to 
make clear and consistent decisions.
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1. “Character Strengths Profile Sample Report” (The VIA Institute on Character) 

1. “In the 1990s, neurophysiological research led to the discovery of “mirror neurons” in the brain: cell assemblies that were active when an 
animal engaged in some voluntary action AND also when that animal watched in another engaging in the same action. This seemingly 
built-in simulation capacity was also observed in functional brain imaging studies of persons seeing images of another in pain. Those 
same brain regions active in the personal experience of pain, particularly the emotional aspects of pain, are active when seeing another’s 
suffering. Further, there is additional research evidence to suggest that such empathic responses are relatively automatic and do not 
require some sort of volitional intent.” 
“Empathy and Compassion in Buddhism and Neuroscience" (PBS)  

2. “Compassion: Solidarity of the Heart” Soka Gakkai International - Buddhism in Action of Peace  

3. “Empathy Quiz" (The Greater Good Science Center at the University of California, Berkeley)  

4. ”An Introduction to Design Thinking PROCESS GUIDE” (Institute of Design at Stanford)  

5. “Soka Gakkai International is a global movement of people connected by Buddhism and the shared commitment to realize a future where 
life’s inherent dignity blooms.” Soka Gakkai International  

6. “Empathy: From Bench to Bedside” 2011 (The MIT Press) 

7. “Empathy is the centerpiece of a human-centered design process … As a design thinker, the problems you are trying to solve are rarely 
your own—they are those of a particular group of people; in order to design for them, you must gain empathy for who they are and what 
is important to them.” 
“An Introduction to Design Thinking PROCESS GUIDE” (Institute of Design at Stanford) 

8. “In a transparent world dominated by social media, corporations are feeling the need to become truly responsive to the needs of their 
customers and employees. The corporate world is an increasingly immediate, intimate, and interactive space.” 
“Corporate Empathy Is Not an Oxymoron” 2015 (Harvard Business Review)  

9. “Our results reveal that empathy is positively related to job performance. Managers who show more empathy toward direct reports are 
viewed as better performers in their job by their bosses.”  
"Empathy in the Workplace” 2007 (Center for Creative Leadership) 

https://www.viacharacter.org/www/Portals/0/VIA%20Pro%20Report.pdf
http://www.pbs.org/thebuddha/blog/2010/Mar/17/empathy-and-compassion-buddhism-and-neuroscience-a/
http://www.sgi.org/about-us/buddhism-in-daily-life/compassion-solidarity-of-the-heart.html
http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/quizzes/take_quiz/14
https://dschool-old.stanford.edu/sandbox/groups/designresources/wiki/36873/attachments/74b3d/ModeGuideBOOTCAMP2010L.pdf?sessionID=573efa71aea50503341224491c862e32f5edc0a9
http://www.sgi.org/our-story.html
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/empathy
https://dschool-old.stanford.edu/sandbox/groups/designresources/wiki/36873/attachments/74b3d/ModeGuideBOOTCAMP2010L.pdf?sessionID=573efa71aea50503341224491c862e32f5edc0a9
https://hbr.org/2015/01/corporate-empathy-is-not-an-oxymoron
http://www.ccl.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/EmpathyInTheWorkplace.pdf

