
What does it mean to be 
a compassionate leader?

@FreerMary



One of the criticisms I’ve faced over the years is that I’m not 

aggressive or assertive enough…or maybe because I’m empathetic I’m 

weak. I totally rebel against that. I refuse to believe that you cannot be 

compassionate and strong.  Jacinda Ardern





What is 
Compassion?
What is 

compassion ? 







1. Showing Up 2. Sense 
Making

3. Feeling Into 4. Stepping 
Forward



Does 
compassion 

make a 
difference?









Center for 
Compassion and 

Altruism Research 
and Education 
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School of Medicine  

2016



What happens when compassion is thin?





Compassion can replenish the emotional resources 
that caregivers need and cushion them against stress 
and burnout. 

Caring to Change 2017  
The Kings Fund



A poll of 800 managers and employees in 17 industries among workers who’ve been 
on the receiving end of incivility

• 48% intentionally decreased their work effort.

• 38% intentionally decreased the quality of their work.

• 80% lost work time worrying about the incident.

• 78% said that their commitment to the organization 
declined.

• 25% admitted to taking their frustration out on 
customers.

Christine Porath 2017



Evidence from high-performing health systems 
show that compassionate and inclusive leadership 
behaviours create cultures where people can 
deliver sustainable quality and efficiency 
improvements quickly. 

The Kings Fund, 2018

“
“



a compassionate leader …

• is mindful and attentive to the ‘here and now’ – which enables 
them to tap into feelings and concerns that are left unspoken ( 
is in the present moment)



• uses a high level of self-awareness and emotional 
intelligence to truly listen to what people tell 
them (listening with fascination) 

a compassionate leader …



a compassionate leader …

• responds with empathy and action that makes a positive 
difference ( able to walk in someone else’s shoes)



a compassionate leader …

• nurtures positive emotions of compassion and empathy in 
others (our emotions are contagious)



…rudeness damages your ability to think, manage information, and make decisions…
and that hurts patients.

Prof Amir Erez , University of Florida.
The Impact of Rudeness on Medical Team Performance: A Randomized Trial
Published Sept 2015



Uh oh…we 

need to lead 

in new 

ways…

@FreerMary



“Values that were previously 

considered ‘out-of-scope’ – such as 

kindness, love and compassion –

just might form part of the solution 

to some of our most intractable 

social problems.” 













Muscular
Robust
Complex
Intentional
Adventurous
Curious 

WeWe need to talk…
Muscular
Robust
Complex
Intentional
Adventurous
Curious



DESIGNING FOR COMPASSION 
COMPETENCE

When people do not feel as if they are just a 
number in a large system or a cog in a wheel, 
we’ve begun to design for compassion.

“
“



Mary Freer 

mary@freerthinking.com.au
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