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Abstract 
 
This thesis explores how digital communication can support compassionate leaders and 

compassionate workplaces.  Through grounded theory methods, exploration and understanding 

emerged from compassionate leader semi-structured interviews.  Emergent themes maintain 

digital communication can support the evolution of compassionate workplace connectedness and 

collaboration leading to a compassionate workplace experience.  Compassionate leaders 

stimulating workplace compassion build an atmosphere of trust culminating in increased 

productivity and a joyful culture where one-on-one to multi-way interaction is supported by 

digital communication tools. 

Keywords:  digital communication, digital organizational culture, compassionate leader, 

compassionate workplace, compassion, internal communication, organizational communication 
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Introduction 
 

“Frequently people think compassion and love are merely sentimental.  No!  They are 
very demanding.  If you are going to be compassionate, be prepared for action.”  
― Archbishop Desmond Tutu 

 
At one time the telephone was a radical communication tool used to connect people as an 

option for face-to-face interaction.  The workplace presently connects employees by utilizing far 

more radical 21st century digital communication tools than the telephone including, but not 

limited to, computers, cell phones, blogs, wikis, email, websites, and video.  Workplace digital 

communication may well be the medium compassionate leaders utilize to create environments 

where inter-personal relations thrive to develop organizational culture.  This thesis explores ways 

in which compassionate leaders use digital communication to support compassionate leaders and 

compassionate workplaces.   

Workplaces are increasingly seeking new and improved ways to communicate internally 

providing the opportunity to research, explore and understand how the use of digital 

communication assists to develop compassionate leaders and workplaces (Meredith, 2012).  The 

purpose of this thesis is to understand how digital communication can support compassionate 

leadership to improve and transform day-to-day function to generate constructive organizational 

change toward a compassionate workplace environment.  Compassionate leaders build 

collaborative workplaces by communicating, listening, mentoring, being non-judgmental, 

respectful and understanding.  The use of digital communication supports the evolution of 

compassionate workplaces because the tools stimulate human connectedness and collaboration.  

Together with connectedness and collaboration, the use of digital communication can assist to 

build an atmosphere of trust culminating in increased productivity, which transforms the 

workplace culture to an environment where joy resides.  A joyful environment is a response to 
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compassionate leadership that recognizes the human element within the workplace.  A common 

premise of the compassionate leader is their ability to build interpersonal networks forging 

compassionate relationships influencing workplace culture.  Interpersonal networks are created 

by one-on-one or multi-way interaction in person or by using digital communication tools. 

For this thesis a humanistic environment is one that promotes internal organizational 

culture ensuring achievement of community where the human element is promoted by taking 

into account personal incentives and the need to work within a workplace society where 

relationships are constructed (Melé, 2003).  In addition, this research is based on the premise that 

compassion as a relational concept enhances the quality of workplace interaction to promote an 

environment of collective connectedness, cultivating mindful habits, and producing higher order 

outcomes.  Compassionate leader competencies include understanding their ability to notice, 

feel, and respond to others in the workplace (Kanov et al., 2004).  Compassionate leaders 

connect their head to their heart supporting pathways to workplace connectedness.  Digital 

communication can be the gateway assisting leaders in connecting employees to workplaces.  

Kanov et al. confirmed when the prosperity of connectedness is promoted within a workplace it 

contributes to the evolution of compassionate workplaces. 

Grounded theory, as a method of discovery, was used to seek understanding throughout 

the semi-structured interview process for exploration of real-world themes, patterns, and 

opportunities.  As there is little research material on this subject exploration and questioning how 

compassionate leaders use digital communication tools to construct workplace societies was 

ideal.  Compassionate leaders’ engagement in this qualitative data collection process supported 

exploration, understanding and generating theory from storytelling and data retrieved throughout 

the interview process.  Links between the data emerged and were compared and interpreted to 
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comprehend insights and meaning making (Sumner-Armstrong, Newcombe & Martin, 2008).  

Digital communication research for this thesis included compassionate leaders who use a variety 

of tools including but not limited to websites, video, audio, text, Skype, and intranets within the 

workplace. 

Digital communication tools support compassionate leaders creating compassionate 

environments where employees attain a higher level of accomplishment.  Degrees of compassion 

like other emotive words or expressions such as the word love are subjective.  Definition of 

compassion varies, as does how to attain compassion, the aspects of compassion, and how to 

express or show compassion.  Like all attributes or characteristics of behaviour they are flexible 

and change over time with the morals of society or the culture of the workplace.  Compassion is 

a state where humans unite the mind and heart to nurture joy and understanding for oneself, 

others, and is found in workplaces where caring and compassion flourishes (Kanov et al., 2004).  

The evolution of compassionate workplaces is supported by digital communication, as it is the 

human connection, the relationship, that attains value by way of personal networks built on 

mutual understanding, shared goals, and a communal culture.   
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Literature Review 
 

This literature review explores how digital communication assists the development of 

compassionate leaders and compassionate workplaces.  Supporting research theories, as noted 

below, contribute to understanding and defining how emergent themes influence workplace 

relationships, connectedness, and how digital communication tools assist to develop 

compassionate leaders and compassionate workplaces.  Identified and supporting research aids 

understanding how compassionate behaviour, leadership motivation, and digital communication 

tools are used to develop connected workplaces.   Further, the following research theories assist 

to compare and describe productive and interactive workplaces based on shared practices and 

constructs.  Compassionate leaders and compassionate workplaces are current topics.  

Organizations are evolving toward altruistic environments where organizational connectedness is 

achievable and becoming evident.  Employee organizational relationships are sought after and 

digital communication tools are the new medium assisting change never before experienced in 

the workplace.   Through the use of digital communication tools the individual is acknowledged 

and interrelations built on trust and connectedness offer a higher sense of human practice built on 

compassionate exchange.   

Workplace Relationships and Connectedness 
 

The cottage industry, a forerunner to the industrial age factory, had a familial communal 

and neighbourhood atmosphere with face-to-face two-way communication practices.  Along the 

industrial way the cottage industry was left behind and the workplace turned away from day-to-

day face-to-face interactive communication methods.  Employees were programmed to work 

hand-in-hand with a machine by top-down management, where mass production assembly-line 

procedures gave birth to dictatorial organizations that turned away from communal 
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communication practices (Wellman, Boase, & Chen, 2002).  Lilius et al. (2011) confirmed that 

an organization acknowledging human relationships “cultivate a collective compassion 

capability, which we believe is a powerful asset for any organization” (p. 893).  Lilius et al. 

defined compassion capability as “the reliable capacity of members of a collective to notice, feel 

and respond to suffering” (p. 874).   

Jazaieri et al. (2012) conveyed that “compassion gives rise to altruistic behaviour and 

generosity, essentially compassion, gives rise to a powerful motivation that is by definition, 

focused on others, which naturally results in greater social connectedness” (para. 1).  Pavlovish 

and Krahnke (2011) demonstrated that by breaking down relational boundaries “we become 

more altruistic towards the other, we can reach the place of universal consciousness where we 

may ‘live as one’ … connect(ing) us in ways only imagined” (p. 136).  Lampere maintained 

embracing an employee’s personal life within the organization “humanizes the workplace” (as 

cited in Lilius et al., p. 889).   

Stein (2006) investigated the importance of workplace connectedness by seeking to 

understand if communication methods cultivate a communal atmosphere.  Stein delved deeper to 

understand if indeed a particular communication tool was more effective than others in building 

a communal workplace environment.  An organization’s intranet fosters a sense of community, 

however many digital communication tools available today weren’t widely used or invented in 

2006, such as:  Twitter, LinkedIn, or Facebook.  Digital communication options today supporting 

face-to-face communication are wide ranging and include blogs, podcasts, web conferencing, 

Skype, wikis, and research reveals their effectiveness in building compassion rich workplaces.   

Storytelling is a form of communication fostering connectedness, celebrating culture, 

building community, relations and society (Frost et al., 2006).  Power, love, compassion, 
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liberating structures, and reflection are systems practices that contribute to developing systematic 

change processes enhancing communication (Kahane, 2010; Singhal & Dearing, 2006).   

The workplace is transforming from an atmosphere of conformity, mechanical monotony, 

tedium, and researching the importance of compassionate relationships and connectedness in the 

workplace assists in filling a scholarship gap (Kanov et al., 2004). 

Compassionate Leadership in the Workplace  
 

Connecting the heart, mind, and soul is paramount to the compassionate leader and 

compassionate workplace (Ahmed, Shields, White & Wilbert, 2010).  Harmonious balance 

between power, love, and thinking processes permit the compassionate leader to reside in the 

space between the head and heart, and allows the ego to dissipate and in its place compassionate 

action for social change flourishes within the workplace (Kahane, 2010).  A face-to-face or two-

way interaction is an integral part of connection in the workplace and assists compassionate 

leaders to interact, get to know those who participate in the workplace, and aids in understanding 

workplace issues (Barlow, Jordan, & Hendrix, 2003). 

Sarros and Cooper (2006) identified compassion as a particular leadership character 

attribute including “respectfulness, fairness, and cooperativeness” which “represents an 

understanding, appreciation, and tolerance for the welfare of people generally, and is a macro 

perspective approach to work and life” (p. 10).  Sarros and Cooper argued compassionate leaders 

are able to “build organizations with strong cultures that promote honest and healthy debate 

among workers and strive to achieve work outcomes that have social as well as economic 

benefits” and therefore identified the importance of communication within the workplace (p. 5).  

Pavlovich and Krahnke (2011) explored empathy as a connectedness organizing 

mechanism and concluded “humanistic and caring environments” are favourable environments 
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as “leaders who foster positivity in the workplace facilitate more innovation and creativity”  

(p. 135, 136).  Pavlovich and Krahnke further illustrated that alleviation of workplace social 

barriers contributes to the development of compassionate environments. 

Ahmed, Shields, White and Wilbert (2010) identified that communication gaps can be 

improved upon therefore supporting this exploration to understand that digital communication 

can be used by compassionate leaders to foster compassionate workplaces.  Ahmed et al. further 

conveyed organizational leaders who build “employee trust, loyalty, and commitment … reap 

benefits far beyond improved organizational performance” because employees “respond and 

perform much better for leaders who take interest in getting to know them” and further asserted 

employees emulate leaders and in turn cultivate compassionate leadership and workplaces (p. 

116).   

Digital communication is only as viable as the compassionate leader and workplace that 

drive usage.  We, therefore, can develop for scholarship the compassionate experience and 

cultivate compassion to make a difference today for our workplaces tomorrow (Meredith, 2012). 

Digital Communication Tools Support Compassion and a Compassionate Workplace 
 

Since organizational employee relationships are the glue that binds then digital 

communication is the vehicle to connect.  When implementing digital communication practices, 

compassionate workplaces cultivating inclusive working relationships embrace compassionate 

leader characteristics to “foster conditions that enable and constrain how members relate to one 

another, and, in turn, contribute to the unit’s capability for compassion” (Lilius et al., 2011, p. 

886).  Lilius et al. noted there is a direct link between compassion and everyday foundational 

workplace practices, which cultivate compassionate workplaces supporting the study of 

compassion in the workplace.  Lilius et al. observed workplace compassion by interviewing 
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employees within one organization.  This research builds on their previous research by 

documenting compassionate leader and compassionate workplace characteristics that assist in 

creating organizational patterns shaping the workplace and further that digital communication 

supports these practices and patterns.   

When compassionate leaders connect with the workplace via digital communication a 

byproduct is cultural interconnectedness where collaborative behaviours and relationships 

develop into evident valuable constructs (Meredith, 2012).  Meredith acknowledged the 

importance of social media research and it’s importance to pedagogy, scholarship, 

communication and the workplace.  Interestingly, Meredith documented social media and digital 

technology as the means in which to build communication within a business environment 

supporting further inquiry and this research.   

Organizational leaders successfully utilize digital communication tools for internal 

communication (Remidez & Jones, 2012) and these methods guide employees to share, interact, 

and produce, which ultimately contributes to a sense of belonging and develops joyful 

environments.  Remidez & Jones documented the importance of establishing relationship-

building practices by using social media (digital communication) as a tool in the workplace 

enhancing communication effectiveness, building strong relationships, and trust development.  

Further, their research prepared a foundation for exploration into the organizational value of 

social media (digital communication) as an internal workplace communication tool.   

Digital communication tools enable workplace communication exchanges to “build 

rapport and a nurturing, supportive, collaborative, trusting environment” and “accelerates the 

development of trust, relationship-building and effective communications” (Culnan, McHugh & 

Zubillaga, as cited in Remidez & Jones, 2012, p. 34).  Culnan, McHugh and Zubillaga’s research 
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supports exploring and understanding how digital communication assists the development of 

workplace compassion. 
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Method 
 

Through interpretive qualitative methods I’ve embarked on an exploration to understand 

and link collected compassionate leader theoretically associated observations by using the 

grounded theory method (Charmaz, 2011).  Associated observations emerged within the 

collected data allowing for coding of the content and the identification of key messaging.  Key 

messages were grouped and further coded into concepts and categories for emerging theory.  

Emerging theory supports understanding how digital communication assists the development of 

a compassionate leader to transform a workplace into one where compassion is revered and 

further assists and influences future exploration and inquiry (Charmaz, 2011).  Exploration 

contributed to knowing how compassionate workplace leaders communicate internally and this 

promotes understanding digital communication use channels and in identifying specific ways 

that communication tools assist this process (Meredith, 2012).  Exploration and understanding 

identified implementation and use of digital communication tools enhancing workplace relations 

that further transform and shape the character of an organization (Martin & Turner, 1986).  

Identified understanding supports the hypothesis that digital communication implementation is 

indeed the conduit in developing connectedness, as communication and relationships are the 

intelligence of a compassionate workplace (Meredith, 2012).   

Twelve compassionate workplace leaders (see Appendix 1) were selected by the 

snowball method.  Snowball sampling was the method used to identify compassionate leaders.  

Compassionate leaders identified through my personal network were requested to identify a 

compassionate leader within their own network (Goodman, 2011).  Exploration of their use of 

digital communication tools within their workplace encouraging workplace compassion was 

addressed.  Additionally, understanding how compassionate leadership supports workplace 
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digital communication initiatives in developing a compassionate working environment was 

explored.  This homogeneous small-sampling of interviewees were bounded firstly by being 

compassionate leaders, secondly compassionate leaders interacting in compassionate workplaces, 

and thirdly by using digital communication tools (Crough & McKenzie, 2006).  The identified 

compassionate leaders’ workplaces were comprised evenly between not-for-profit, profit, and 

academia to achieve varietal demographic and geographic sampling.  All compassionates leaders 

gave their consent to be identified in this research.   

During interviews these compassionate leaders identified specific digital communication 

tools used in their workplace communication processes, and described how, or how not, 

interactions were developed through these competencies and how connections and 

interconnections assist compassion in the workplace (Fineman, 2000; Kanov et al., 2004).  

Understanding competencies included the ability to, and the value to, notice, feel, interact and 

respond to others in the workplace, along with identification of specific digital communication 

tools assisting in the process, and describing and developing how interactions through these 

competencies and means build connections and interconnections fostering compassion in the 

workplace (Kanov et al., 2004). 

Skype-conducted interviews were carried out with the exception of one in-person 

interview.  Confidential interviews were scheduled to last approximately one hour to one and a 

half hours and ensuring their comfort enabled the sharing of implicit knowledge and in-depth 

information about their perspective.  Interviews were directed to the participants’ perceptions 

and feelings to understand their compassionate workplace environment experiences (Crouch & 

McKenzie, 2006).  Intent was to produce data providing authentic insight into their 

compassionate workplace experiences (Crouch & McKenzie).  Aiding this research method, and 
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assisting in building interview questions, was Meredith’s (2012) exploration of how digital 

communication was used in an internal workplace.  Meredith’s previous research provided 

understanding of how digital communication tools build workplace relations.  Interviewing 

prestige bias was avoided by structuring questions (see Appendix 2) so participants could 

respond without seeking to impress the interviewer, or answer in what the participant believed to 

be a more positive manner (Sripada & Stich, 2004). 

Computer audio recording software was utilized to capture participant responses 

(DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006).  Interviews were structured as a conversation to construct 

participant reality to understand their point of view and assumptions (Charmaz, 2006).  

Conversation included the invitation to attend, ensuring the participant could stop the process at 

any time, and withdraw from the study without consequence with assurances that their data 

would be immediately destroyed.  Few field notes were taken during the interview aiding the 

analysis of specific portions rather than the whole.  The writer and an independent person 

transcribed recordings for analysis and following this, an additional independent person 

supported categorizing identified coded data into a spreadsheet.  Interview coding was 

undertaken to identify common descriptive key words and phrases for categorization and 

saturation enabling exploration of themes as a whole story (Crouch & McKenzie, 2006).    

Standardized words and phrases were included in the interview questions assisting 

common data collection and analysis.  To establish a relationship between digital 

communication, compassionate leaders, and compassionate workplaces, research was 

accomplished by gathering information via interview methodology to document, explore, and 

discover associated themes.  Exploration of participant compassionate leader capability 

encompassed extracting examples of relational behaviours in order to synthesize coded data 
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(Lilius et al., 2011).  Through data saturation and evaluation, characteristics were identified (See 

Figure 1, 2, and 3) and assisted in constructing similar associations for understanding amongst 

themes and hypothesis.   

Interview questions were formed into three sections and were explored with each 

interviewee:   

Section 1: Compassionate Leader 

Section 2: Compassionate Workplace 

Section 3: Digital Communication and the Compassionate Workplace.   

Data gathered and coded from the interview questions (see Appendix 1) provided understanding 

of compassionate action and were categorized into three section themes.  

Section One Theme: Compassionate Leader Characteristics 

Section Two Theme: How Compassion Shapes the Workplace 

Section Three Theme: Digital Communication Supports Compassionate Leaders and 

Compassionate Workplaces.   

The above three themes allowed explanatory coding of common responses within the themes.  

Interviewees reiterated their experiences relating to the themes and how they shaped their 

workplaces, how they interacted with others in the workplace, and the digital tools used to 

develop workplace relations.  
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Section One Theme: Results Analysis of Compassionate Leader Characteristics 
 

Results analysis of the first section of semi-structured interview questions identified six 

characteristics of a compassionate leader:  communicator, listener, mentor, non-judgmental, 

respectful, and understanding.  These six compassionate leader characteristics support a 

compassionate workplace’s communication practices (see Figure 1).  All interviewees 

acknowledged they are compassionate leaders and although the definition of compassion 

includes feeling the pain of others it was recognized that compassion is also the ability to 

develop and experience joy within an environment.  The definition of compassion is evolving, as 

is the evolution of the workplace by creating a digital organizational culture.  Douglas 

Heintzman, Director of Strategy, IBM, informed:  

the concept of compassion moves from leadership to being infused into the fabric 

of the modern organization, we have to develop much more social/cultural 

behaviours in order for this type of new enterprise whose goal is to harness the 

overall constructive, creative potential of the entire employee base  (personal 

communication, March 15, 2013). 

Compassionate leader attributes include the ability to communicate.  Interviewed leaders 

were identified as listeners and mentors who act with understanding in non-judgmental and 

respectful ways.  Victor Chan relayed that personally his journey as a compassionate leader is 

current and that he infrequently uses digital communication tools although they are used for 

business purposes at The Dalai Lama Centre for Peace and Education where he is Founding 

Director (personal communication, March 15, 2013).  Victor Chan confirmed compassionate 

leadership is a life-long practice starting with oneself while other interviewees acknowledged 

manners and the golden rule (do unto others as you would have them do unto you) as an 
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important practice of the compassionate leader.  The day-to-day practice of the golden rule 

allows for displays of compassion as you yourself would like to be treated and is encompassed in 

the six listed characteristics (see Figure 1) of a compassionate leader.   

Figure 1 – Six Characteristics:  Compassionate Leader  
 
Characteristic Definition 

Communicator A person who communicates, especially one skilled at conveying 
information, ideas, or policy 
 

Listener Ability to hear what someone is saying and pay attention to their 
words and the meaning at the same time 
 

Mentor A wise and trusted counselor or supporter 

Non-judgmental Relating to, or denoting an attitude, approach that is open and not 
incorporating a judgment one way or the other  
 

Respectful Of giving consideration, politeness or deference 

Understanding Cooperative or mutually tolerant relations between people, 
demonstrating comprehension, intelligence, discernment, empathy 

Communication 
 

Communication is a process of sharing information from one-way to multi-way in a 

verbal or visual context with a sender and receiver.   Robyn Quinn commented, “people seem to 

think that communication is a mile wide entity” and illustrated that “communication is a mile 

deep” (personal communication, March 22, 2013).  Create depth in the workplace by 

communicating information, ideas and policies.  Implementation of an open workplace 

communication system supports an environment of trust, which becomes evident when 

information sharing has a stronghold in the workplace.  Communication informs workplace 

expectations and shared meaning inspires a culture of compassion culminating in a meaningful 

workplace.  This accomplishment is achieved by implementing a communication system that 
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provides guidelines for workplace actions.  The outcome is achievement of workplace 

connection and goals.   

Listener 
 

The ability to listen is essential to communication and is a powerful characteristic of the 

compassionate leader.  Listening aids in interpreting meaning from language whether spoken or 

visual.  Through listening a message’s content is interpreted to support workplace understanding, 

increasing trust, motivation, productivity, and a sense of place within.  When listening is fostered 

in a workplace an attitude of care and compassion is apparent.  Mary Bernard practices the art of 

“putting herself in another’s shoes” thereby employing empathy in listening to better understand 

how the person she’s interacting with makes sense of their world (personal communication, 

March 13, 2013).  A compassionate leader is seen as a caring leader by consciously 

acknowledging and listening effectively.  The act of listening assists in removing preconceived 

roadblocks or biases.  Learning from listening and empathizing with another’s information builds 

respect, understanding, and provides clarity and strengthens workplace relationships. 

Mentor 
 

Mentors guide and influence by positive interaction in the workplace.  Compassionate 

leaders share their knowledge and experience to nurture and grow those in the workplace.  Their 

experience guides others to achieve workplace goals and accomplishments improving 

productivity, effectiveness, and the development of knowledge and skills.  Significant is the 

compassionate leader who mentors others to attain a greater self and creates workplace 

awareness and builds strong teams.  Mentors call upon their listening skills and acknowledge the 

value of another when providing feedback and insightful direction.  Marie Earl informed that at 
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this time in her career she is viewing mentoring and teaching as her legacy (personal 

communication, March 6, 2013).   

Non-judgmental 
 

Non-judgmental behaviour is being open to other points of view, to diversity in the 

workplace, checking your premise for biases to improve the day-to-day function of the 

workplace.  Compassionate leaders practicing non-judgment create workplace cultures that value 

the individual, builds understanding, acceptance and eliminates the suffering of others.  Through 

self-awareness non-judgmental actions can be diminished.  Jennifer Walinga stated that 

workplace relationships are important to compassionate leaders as they assist in breaking down 

stories, assumptions, including judgments, and when these crumble so do fear and criticisms 

(personal communication, February 19, 2013).  She further expressed workplace relationships 

foster friendship, love, and compassion (personal communication, February 19, 2013). 

Respect 
 

Respect comes from understanding and compassionate leaders emanate consideration and 

understanding for another’s opinion, viewpoint, privacy, personality, and beliefs.  To deem 

someone worthy of respect is to acknowledge, be aware of, and value the opinion of another.  

Respect in the workplace creates an environment of trust where productivity, diversity, manners, 

recognition and communication are evident.  Douglas Heintzman relayed respect for the 

individual continues to be his workplace’s first and foremost value and asserted that for his 

workplace “to (have) survive(d) for 102 years the only thing you can hope is to respect the 

individual and provide value to your customer” (personal communication, March 15, 2013).   
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Compassionate leaders are respectful of the individual and the workplace.  This synthesis 

creates a supportive, diverse, and respectful culture with high morale thereby reducing 

absenteeism and illness. 

Understanding 
 

Understanding supports compassionate leaders to identify with another and for Nirmala 

Raniga the comprehension of emotional pain surrounding the loss of her parents supports her 

workplace day-to-day function (personal communication, March 12, 2013).  She relayed she is 

better equipped because she can empathize with another’s emotional pain and/or struggle.  

Compassionate leaders displaying understanding create a workplace of respect, diversity, and 

equality.  From understanding comes cultural diversity, proficient decision-making, enhanced 

teamwork and communication practices.  Understanding contributes to building strong teamwork 

and workplace relationships grounded in mutual respect. 

Summary:  Compassionate Leader Characteristics 
 

While there are degrees and differing definitions of compassion and therefore degrees 

and differing definitions of compassionate leadership it is recognized that the workplace is 

changing and evolving by embracing leaders who are able to facilitate a connected society or 

culture within a workplace.  This is achieved by acknowledging the individual working within 

this society or culture as one who suffers from uncompassionate leadership and therefore also 

feels joy through a compassionate leader’s workplace competencies and action(s).  A leader 

identifying workplace difficulties and who then extends action by using digital communication 

tools to alleviate difficulties creates a path for compassionate leadership and compassionate 

workplaces to culminating in a compassionate workplace experience.  The fine line to this action 

is when compassionate leadership is seen as superficial, paying lip service to compassion 
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creating disingenuous workplace compassion.  Compassionate leadership is a service or 

participant-based style with competencies enabling a societal workplace connectedness that is 

evolving from the assembly line doctrine of the military style organization.  Workplaces are 

again returning to a community based style of workplace previously disoriented by 

industrialization and which are now being established and driven by a technology based society.  

Networks, including those maintained through digital communication tools, are the currency of 

the future without which the workplace becomes stale, ineffectual, unproductive, suffering 

environments rather than humanistic collectives where the compassionate leader develops 

meaningful relations culminating in joyful compassionate workplaces. 

Victor Chan relayed compassion is a life-long cognitive endeavour and like the Dalai 

Lama believes there are two contributing factors to be a compassionate leader:  a very nurturing 

mother who teaches the child compassion, and a spiritual practice attained through meditation as 

life-long practice (personal communication, March 15, 2013).  He explained:  

compassion connotes perseverance, single-minded purpose, the ability to 

overcome impulses that are contrary to attain these goals … compassion in the 

real sense of the word, the substantive sense of the word, is not something that is 

really easy for most people to attain except in the sense of lip service (personal 

communication, March 15, 2013).   

Al Etmanski emphasized a component of compassion is to imagine different 

circumstances for those who reside within every day environments and to take action to change 

or improve those everyday environments (personal communication, February 2, 2013).  He 

further conveyed the “fundamental condition of change-making in the 21st century is to involve, 

engage, be with, stand side by side the other … removing the separation between us and the 
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other … a shift from you first to humility.”  Compassionate leaders who drive connection lead 

workplaces to an environment where connectedness promotes the human community and where 

the individual is paramount within the workplace.   

A compassionate leader acknowledges the individual within the workplace and Barney 

Ellis-Perry illustrated “it’s being mindful that there’s a human being with a full life … that they 

are not just a tool … they are not a robot … they have a home life, they have a spiritual life, they 

have a physical life” (personal communication, March 13, 2013).  The compassionate leader is 

mindful that the human element has evolved from being a tool of the industrial age and is a 

contributing dynamic, viable, entity within the 21st century workplace.   
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Section Two Theme:  Results Analysis – How Compassion Shapes the Workplace 
 

Results analysis of the second section of semi-structured interview questions identified 

the six characteristics of how compassion shapes the workplace.  The characteristics of a 

compassionate workplace include the ability to connect with others by using communication 

tools developing environments that distribute power.  By distributing power there is willingness 

for knowledge sharing.  Compassionate leadership, along with knowledge sharing, assists in 

shaping the workplace into a compassionate community where collaboration, connection, 

productivity, storytelling, trust and joy reside (Figure 2).   

Figure 2 – Six Characteristics:  How Compassion Shapes the Workplace 
 
Characteristic Definition 

Collaboration Ability to work together to achieve a common goal 

Connection Association, relationship – a circle of associates 

Joy A state of happiness – great delight caused by something exceptionally 
good or satisfying 
 

Productivity The quality, state, or fact of being able to generate, create, enhance or 
bring forth goods or services 
 

Storytelling Method of communication fostering connectedness, celebrating 
culture, building community, relations and society 
 

Trust Reliance on integrity, strength, ability, surety 

Collaboration 
 

Collaboration is a key element associated with compassionate leaders.  Building 

collaborative workplaces acknowledges the individual, as they are the common denominator 

without which there isn’t a team.  Teamwork builds capacity of the individual and the 

organization.  As we remove power from exposed barriers, such as autocratic leadership, we 
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relinquish controlling hierarchical leadership and move toward improving communication flow.  

Harmonious balance between power, love, and thinking processes permit the compassionate 

leader to reside in the space between the head and heart, and allows the ego to dissipate and in its 

place compassionate action for social change flourishes within the workplace (Kahane, 2010). 

Catherine Lord reflected upon her interactions with a co-worker and took the time to 

work together on fact rather than assumptions, to get to know the other, and because of this 

compassionate action she built a mutual relationship of respect and integrity by taking the time to 

seek out the attributes of the other and to build a relationship of connectedness based on 

collaboration (personal communication, March 22, 2013).  Compassionate collaborative action is 

powerful in the workplace when one person can change a relationship by taking time to know the 

story of another and build a mutual compassionate workplace experience.  Collaboration is 

imperative in the workplace and when coupled with compassion becomes a powerful ally for 

productivity.  As a collaborator the compassionate leader ensures the workplace is on track and 

productive (Al-Ma’aitah, 2012).  By assisting team success in finding solutions to simple and 

complex issues, both performance and trust become evident. 

Connection 
 

Communicating values that assist in relationship building creates connection within a 

compassionate workplace.  Values include respect, understanding, and diversity, which aid in 

building effective teams that forge strong relationships built on mutual respect and consistency.  

Connection fosters open and trusting relationships when communication is robust.  Marie Earl 

explained connection “creates the opening for friendship and caring to happen” and is linked 

with the “clear vision of what success looks like” and what it “means to be a vibrant team” 

(personal communication, March 6, 2013).  It’s a way for Marie to understand and get to know a 



DIGITAL COMMUNICATION SUPPORTS COMPASSIONATE LEADERS 28 
 

 

team mate, to let them know she acknowledges and cares for them as a human being, that they 

are all a part of the same workplace and have a responsibility to be kind to one another.   

Joy 
 

A joyful environment supports the compassionate workplace, as there is synergy when 

personal goals are attained in alliance with the workplace.  Joy is the consequence of a fun and 

happy environment, which is the significance of a workplace that promotes connectedness and 

relationships.  Promoting happiness in the workplace nurtures a joyous compassionate workplace 

based on trust, which promotes engagement, relations, productivity, to accomplish personal and 

team work achievements.  Catherine Lord discussed her experiences with workplaces in first and 

second world countries and relayed that workplace joy is found in “cultures of gratitude” rather 

than “cultures of entitlement” (personal communication, March 22, 2013).  A joyful workplace is 

a byproduct of a workplace environment where employees have a sense of ownership for their 

work, are engaged in their work and workplace, culminating in a strong workplace team 

environment where knowledge is shared through storytelling and interaction (Catherine Lord, 

personal communication March 22, 2013).  A culture of gratitude and joy is achieved by creating 

a happy environment through connectedness, relationship building, and by goal setting and 

engagement. 

Productivity 
 

Productivity in the compassionate workplace is achieved by valuing employees and by 

creating culture based on trust, collaboration, connection and joy.  A compassionate workplace 

with high productivity is the reward of compassionate leaders.  Al Etmanski believes in learning 

from mistakes and creating a workplace that’s a “safe fail environment as opposed to a fail safe 

environment” (personal communication, February 2, 2013).  He went on to explain that 
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discovery comes out of failure and we learn, mature, grow and discover from truth.  With truth a 

culture is fostered where the individual is paramount to the relationship as it’s built on 

connection.   

Compassionate leaders embracing organizational change create an inclusive culture by 

documenting workplace values detailing respect of the individual where all interact in a positive, 

inclusive and meaningful environment (Al-Ma’aitah, 2012).  Collaboration through 

compassionate leadership alleviates pain and produces joyful environments. 

Storytelling 
 

Digital communication is a workplace vehicle for storytelling and when storytelling 

becomes part of the workplace connection and connectedness thrives as stories link to empathy 

and compassion in the workplace and to those who work there.  David Terrio (personal 

communication, April 5, 2013), Catherine Lord (personal communication, March 22, 2013), 

Barney Ellis-Perry (personal communication, March 13, 2013) and Douglas Heintzman (personal 

communication, March 15, 2013) each discussed their global workplace and how digital 

communication allows relationship building within their workplaces.  As compassionate leaders 

they strive to know those they interact with in their global workplaces, among others, of India, 

South Africa, Australia, and Europe.  This is accomplished by storytelling, getting to know the 

day-to-day activities of others by using digital communication tools enabling face-to-face two to 

multi-way conversations.  Powerful indeed, when a digital communication tool positively 

develops workplace interactions affecting day-to-day network relations.  Douglas Heintzman 

informed through digital communication storytelling he is exposed to another’s intimacy and 

sometimes to the uncommon frustrations of those working in another culture (personal 

communication, March 15, 2013).  This intimacy provides depth when making intellectual 
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decisions and as Douglas supported “there’s merit to that, compassion is accelerated in exposure 

to the complaints of people in different kinds of situations and digital communication has 

reduced the cost of that kind of interaction”.  Storytelling is important to the workplace as it 

develops teams, communication, culture sharing, understanding, learning, and builds 

collaboration and connectedness, central attributes to the compassionate leader and workplace. 

Trust 
 

Trust allows those in a workplace to count on each other.  The compassionate workplace 

embracing trust is engaged, lively and connected. Trust implemented by culture is a human 

element and is essential to relationships and is tied to integrity.  Within a workplace trust is 

omnipresent when, as Douglas Heintzman stated, “you’re not dealing with the 5 people in your 

division or on you team you’re dealing with hundreds and thousands of people, all over the 

world, you’ve never met before and you need to understand their relevance and their trust-

worthiness to figure out if the piece of content or insight that you want to incorporate into your 

thinking and making a decision upon is the right answer” (personal communication, March 15, 

2013).  Robyn Quinn believes trust is the base-point for compassion for without trust the 

workplace changes from compassionate to bureaucratic (personal communication, March 22, 

2013).  Byproducts of trust in a compassionate workplace are productivity, communication, and 

connectedness with increased internal relations. 

Summary: How Compassion Shapes the Workplace 
 

Compassionate leaders shape the workplace by using collaboration, connection, balance, 

and trust to produce productive, and joyful environments.  Interviewed compassionate leaders 

agreed teamwork supports creating a whole workplace culminating in the compassionate 

workplace experience (see Figure 4).  Workplace culture builds inspirational communities 
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without borders where cross sharing, competency, celebration, growth and learning are 

encouraged.  Al Etmanski referred to compassionate leaders developing compassionate 

workplaces as a: 

Curator, just like a museum curator or art gallery curator … creating the 

conditions for people to work together effectively, shining or illuminating their 

work, their potential, their highest aspiration.  It’s discerning how to put different 

pieces together, in the same way as a curator may decide to put Emily Carr 

together with Georgia O’Keefe … there is an intentionality, but then there is 

something magical or chemical happening beyond that.  It’s about holding space 

for that kind of emergence as well (personal communication, February 2, 2013). 

Providing space for compassion to bloom is imperative and space is found in the place between 

two people.  Connection and interconnectedness are important to the human element and by 

incorporating value-based change practices we alter conversations by acknowledging the 

importance of workplace structure to the relationships residing within.   

Key to implementing compassionate characteristics and nurturing a compassionate 

workplace is “middle management, as they are the bridge between leadership and they really 

know what people are thinking and doing” within the workplace advised Robyn Quinn (personal 

communication, March 22, 2013).  Middle managers are the conduit or gatekeeper between 

leaders and workers.  Training middle management in compassionate leadership is important to 

the relational characteristic of the workplace as triangle style workplaces with top down 

leadership are integrating lateral and bottom-up leadership practices.  With this training the 

compassionate workplace embarks on a path of intentional strategy, strengthening understanding, 

respect, teamwork, and breaking down workplace prejudices, advised Jennifer Walinga (personal 
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communication, February 19, 2013).  Middle managers are the enactors of engagement; assist in 

understanding and communication within the workplace and as Robyn Quinn informed “they are 

the key to any kind of cultural shift, as you can have a CEO or President who is truly a 

compassionate leader but unless the rest of the organization understands that it’s their role too” it 

won’t flourish, it won’t become culture (personal communication, March 22, 2013).  Workplace 

societal culture resides in leadership and compassionate leaders drive a culture of connectedness 

through the compassionate workplace experience (see Figure 4) where the relationship is 

significant to the workplace. 
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Section Three Theme: Results Analysis – Digital Communication Supports Compassionate 
Leaders and Compassionate Workplaces 

 
Results analysis of the third section of semi-structured interview questions identified six 

characteristics of digital communication supporting compassionate leaders and compassionate 

workplaces:  authentic workplace, community workplace, flexible workplace, interactive digital 

workplace, one-way to multi-way, and solution based.  Compassionate leader characteristics aid 

in shaping compassionate workplaces (see Figure 1 and 2) and, in this age of technological 

advancement, digital communication is the medium assisting their development.  Digital 

communication tools assist compassionate leaders in developing compassionate workplaces, 

which culminate in an authentic, flexible, interactive, solution-based community where 

storytelling supports one-way to multi-way connections (see Figure 3).  Digital communication 

tools include, but aren’t limited to, email, Skype, video, cell phone, telephone, intranet, 

Facebook, wiki, blog, Web, and the current broadcast method of Jam where messages are sent to 

a few staff or thousands covering many geographic locations.  It was identified that face-to-face 

communication isn’t limited to in-person as digital communication tools including, but not 

limited to, Skype and FaceTime are conducted in real-time. 
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Figure 3 – Six Characteristics:  Digital Communication Supports Compassionate Leaders 
and Compassionate Workplaces 

 
Characteristic Definition 

Authentic Workplace Where meaningful relationships are formed through interaction 
and experiences promoting collaboration, discovery, respect, 
reputation and integrity 

Community Workplace  Environment created by interaction, connectedness, 
connection, shared beliefs, and values to offer opportunity and 
shape behaviours 

Flexible Workplace  An agreed upon work schedule that allows flexibility of time, 
location, and connection between an employer and employee 

Interactive Digital Workplace Technology supports the sharing of information through 
connection, interaction, communication and collaboration 
effecting value, engagement, and productive innovation beyond 
physical presence 

One-Way to Multi-Way Communication methods linking the workplace from one-
person interaction to many 

Solution Based Process delivering business change through influence to 
enhance efficiency, creativity, collaboration and understanding 

Authentic Workplace 
 

The world of digital communication has spiraled the integral workplace to pre-

industrialization, to the cottage industry era, where reputation and integrity were linked 

personally rather than organizationally.  Through industrialization the individual was flattened 

within the workplace as feelings, individuality, and personal life were once parked at the 

threshold.  Workplaces performed as machines or as a mechanism of top down leadership.  

Jennifer Charlesworth revealed early in her career she was taught: 

to separate personal and professional (life) and I’ve spent 30 years unlearning 

(those teachings).  There’s a fine balance because you want to be respectful and 

not be intrusive but I bring who I am into the workplace, that’s what makes me 

feel whole.  In the workplace, for me to be able to bring who I am, and the things 

that matter to me, rather than being an automaton that we were encouraged to be 
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years ago, I think it’s important to figure out how to do that well.  Ethically and 

with integrity let’s not ask people to park themselves at the threshold because I 

think it’s a bad mistake (personal communication, March 7, 2013).   

Face-to-face connection is not always attainable because: priorities are fast paced, workplaces 

geographically removed, response is required instantly, or personal face-to-face time isn’t 

possible.  Ripe then is workplace digital communication implementation fostering face-to-face 

meetings with two-way to multiple-way methods.  This implementation contributes to build 

authentic workplaces by developing meaningful relationships formed through interaction and 

experiences promoting collaboration, discovery, respect, reputation and integrity.  Integration of 

digital communication tools fostering two-way to multiple real time interaction allows for the 

conversation that connects, builds understanding, and community much like a one-on-one face-

to-face in person conversation does.   

Conversational exchange is paramount to the relationship and it’s with this exchange that 

authentic compassionate connection is practiced.  A compassionate leader making resilient 

decisions based on organizational needs builds an authentic workplace with compassionate 

action.  It is a skilled compassionate leader who executes difficult decisions consistently 

including terminating employment contracts, or not, as workplaces of today aren’t as static as 

they once were.  Compassionate leader workplace relationships assist in difficult decision 

making because the individual is included in the process resulting in a refined end result.  

Compassionate leaders interviewed revealed inheriting workplace turmoil and acknowledged 

storytelling via Skype enabled one-on-one two-way personal conversation that contributed to 

building compassionate relationships, which opened the space for those involved to accept 

change, move outside the workplace, or find resolution within the workplace.  While these types 
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of conversations are best one-on-one they are not always possible and digital communication 

tools provide a means to have conversations in a workplace one-to-one in real-time digitally. 

Community Workplace 
 

Al Etmanski offered “compassion can reduce vulnerability and increase resilience 

because resilience is the capacity of people to solve the problems of the future, problems we 

don’t know yet” (personal communication, February 2, 2013).  He also relayed that change takes 

time, is cultural, and he ties resilience with productivity in that it allows for opportunity to tell 

our own stories and connect with those who hold the same beliefs.  Interestingly, he commented 

that mainstream media isn’t an ally of compassionate society because it: 

profiles people in a heroic way, creates this sense of heroism, which is bound to 

fail and isn’t the type of leadership we need in a compassionate society.  We need 

everyone to step up; it’s really a sense of personal agency.  We need to shift the 

culture from an individual focus to a network centric model. 

His workplace uses digital communication to build community among those with 

disabilities and it assists in addressing social solutions such as isolation and loneliness as 

connecting with another for two-way interaction is only a click away.  Compassionate 

action cultivates a workplace where the collective comes together for solutions and 

digital communication tools assist in achieving this.  Community workplace is an 

environment created by interaction, connectedness, connection, shared beliefs, and values 

to offer opportunities and shape behaviours. 

Flexible Workplace 
 

As we remove power from exposed barriers, such as autocratic leadership, we relinquish 

controlling hierarchical space and time management can be used to improve communication and 
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production flow.  When space is altered relationships are altered and physical space evolves to 

personal space and to a whole space.  Pro-relational workplaces evolve when harmonious 

balance is achieved or understood culminating in a shift toward conversational and change 

management processes.  David Terrio acknowledged workplace suffering is alleviated when 

workspace design and location is flexible, as it affords the individual more control over daily 

work time and provides the ability to support family life during regular workplace hours 

(personal communication, April 5, 2013).  When compassionate leaders utilize digital 

communication tools such as cell phones and computers workspaces are anywhere the employee 

is geographically located including a personal residence or when visiting a doctor’s office.  

Digital communication allows for instant two-way interface between the compassionate leader 

and an employee who may have had to take a relative to the doctor or supervise a sick child at 

home. 

Practicing compassion is the ability to treat others with respect and is a forceful attitude 

upon which relationships are cultivated, honoured, and shaped (Kanov et al., 2004). Designing 

and participating in systematic change methods allows liberating systematic thinking for the 

workplace (Singhal & Dearning, 2006).  David Terrio recognized that digital communication 

two-way Skype communication with staff in India supports understanding cultural differences 

and leads to an increased understanding between two countries and cultures (personal 

communication, April 5, 2013).  By liberating spaces we open avenues for connection and 

interconnection therefore relationships are the byproduct of communication and connectedness, 

can facilitate social change within the workplace.  When the workplace facilitates social change 

collaboration then the social good becomes evident.  Implementing digital communication tools 

within the workplace unearths new views, new behaviours, and new communication methods.  
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When we assist each other in finding workplace solutions through digital communication tool 

implementation, we support each other to see, think, feel, and liberate our thoughts by liberating 

spaces and consequently modes of communication.  

Power and love, when balanced, provide a place for connectedness and 

interconnectedness to thrive fostering respect and solutions.  Without this balance, chaos of 

power over and power to thrives.  Egos, illusions, and perceptions are foul in the workplace 

realm of power over and power to (Kahane, 2010).  A foul workplace realm is a beginning for 

change process implementation and enables identification and solutions to cultural problems.  

Beginnings allow workplaces to balance imbalance, to learn from mistakes, to balance workplace 

power with compassion for unity and solutions.  An agreed upon work schedule that allows 

flexibility of time, location, and connection allows for the sum of the whole to be greater than its 

parts.   

Interactive Digital Workplace 
 

A compassionate leader can foster connectedness within an organization through digital 

communication tools and this action has the potential to build interactive relationships in 

authentic workplaces.  An interactive digital workplace uses technology to promote sharing of 

information through connection, interaction, communication and collaboration effecting value, 

engagement, and productive innovation beyond physical presence.  Pavlovish and Krahnke 

(2011) identified the organizational shift of “the collective has profound implications regarding 

how we relate to each other, how we respond to ethical challenges, and how our organizations 

need to function within this connectedness mandate” (p. 131).  This is a double-edged sword as 

the workplace can become unpredictable when dealing with ethical boundaries.  Also, there are 

employees within workplaces who aren’t interested in emotional responses or emotional 
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discussions.  After all, it is the receiver of compassionate action who gauges if they indeed are 

receiving true compassion.  

One-Way to Multi-Way 
 

Workplace digital communication methods link the workplace from one-way interaction 

to many. Exploration was undertaken to understand if organizational transformation occurs when 

compassionate leaders embrace the employee through digital communication by cultivating 

fellowship.  Compassionate leaders develop compassionate culture within an organization by 

promoting and encouraging honesty, loyalty, purpose, and solidarity as employees seek to be 

accepted within their organizational society (Kanov et al., 2004).  Al-Ma’aitah (2012) reiterated 

organizational culture is important, as:  

It has impact in many aspects in organizations such as, initiatives, employees 

effectiveness, facilitating the communication between employees and business partners, 

knowledge transfer, knowledge management, knowledge sharing, employees 

satisfactions, use of information technology accounting forum, use of e-collaborative 

media, technology adoption and use, and many other aspects (p. 44). 

Al-Ma'aitah argued organizational culture as “a set of shared norms, assumption, and values that 

determines how employees and managers in organization should behave” and further stated the 

selection of digital communication products utilized by an organization is important because 

“culture changes according to information and knowledge sharing between organization 

members, through electronic collaboration media which facilitates these processes” (p.44).  

Solution Based 
 

With the advent of computerization the speed in which business is conducted has grown 

exponentially and globally.  Workplaces are linked by day-to-day global activity and workplace 
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achievements are linked to personal accomplishments, activities, and internal relationships built 

on conversation and action instilling trust.  Solution based processes deliver business change 

through influence to enhance efficiency, creativity, collaboration and understanding.  When 

seeking solutions various digital communication tools, like the Web, provide knowledge much 

like the Encyclopedia Britannica books did in the past only now there isn’t factual surety in 

digital information.  In the past, reputable information could be found in books, libraries, and 

respectable people sources.  Information is instant and attainable, when digitally connected.  A 

new consequence of digital communication information is that it is now being associated with 

reputation, integrity, honesty, trust, and collaboration, which are many of the attributes of the 

compassionate leader.  Douglas Heintzman relayed: 

the word communication is changing, it’s going to have multiple layers and 

people will use these low-cost, high-leverage communication vehicles like 

publications and blogs and increasingly video blogs (to communicate).  I’m 

publishing at least one video blog a week and I’ve got hundreds of followers who 

give me suggestions about the next one.  That’s a new kind of communication and 

through the development of what we call the reputation people seek me out as an 

expert (personal communication, March 15, 2013). 

With increased digital communication the workplace is evolving into what Douglas 

Heintzman referred to as “a socially synergistic enterprise where the concept of hierarchy gives 

way to the concept of a group of overlapping communities” because “the concept of management 

and leadership is no longer squarely affiliated with both knowledge and the ownership of the 

access to knowledge, as that’s what gave power to the corporation” (personal communication, 

March 15, 2013).  He advised workplace power is defined by reputation of relevance and the 
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willingness to share information, which produces a flatter workplace more dynamic in its 

assembly.  He further exemplified workplace communities form, un-form and overlap creating a 

need for a hierarchal reporting structure to profile, develop, enable and measure high potentials 

as the 4 great disrupters:  cloud computing, global computing, social business and data analytics, 

changed the workplace considerably. 

Compassionate leaders foster the individual within the modern workplace because 

without the individual they are shells without balance, productivity, or joy. 

Summary: Digital Communication Supports Compassionate Leaders and Compassionate 
Workplaces 

 
Wise words by Al Etmanski: “compassion can reduce vulnerability and increase 

resilience” (personal communication, February 2, 2013).  Digital communication is only a means 

to the compassionate leader who utilizes these tools, gives them life, and they become an 

extension of self and the workplace.  Digital communication tools assist compassionate leaders 

and workplaces in connecting, building relations, and fundamentally bridging human networks 

by interaction and compassionate action (see Figure 3).  Workplaces were once row upon row of 

desks, cubicles, offices, buildings and factories.  Many workplace environments today are empty 

physical shells as digital communication tools allow for workplace flexibility.  It’s the 

compassionate leader who grants the geographical displacement of the traditional workplace 

because of the direct use of digital communication tools and medium.  It’s not the medium but 

the human act associated with the technology that assists in transforming workplaces to 

communal environments where the individual is acknowledged.  With digital communication 

tools compassionate leaders are transforming workplaces to a compassionate community where 

the individual is again the greatest asset.  Digital communication tools assist in building global 
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communities where the collective has voice and storytelling, in relation to the individual and the 

workplace, enables culture, connectedness, community and resilience.   

Figure 4 – Compassionate Workplace Experience – Theorized Situational Matrix 
 

 
 

Compassionate Leader Characteristics 

How Compassion Shapes the Workplace 

Digital Communication Supports Compassionate 

Leaders and Compassionate Workplaces 

 
Authentic Workplace Community Workplace Flexible Workplace 

Interactive Digital Workplace  One Way to Multi-Way Solution Based 

Collaboration Connection Joy Productivity Storytelling Trust 

Compassionate 

Workplace Experience 

 Communicator Listener Mentor  

 Non-judgmental Respectful Understanding 
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Limitations 
 

Choosing qualitative grounded theory as a research method rather than a quantitative 

method resulted in a small sampling by interviewing twelve compassionate leaders and asking 

open-ended questions.  A quantitative online survey with many multiple questions may have 

derived a deeper exploration resulting in enhanced understanding, rather than the smaller 

sampling derived from sixteen qualitative questions asked.  A quantitative method deriving 

results from a wider spectrum would have extended the time needed for this study, which had a 

limited time duration.  While grounded theory methodology allowed for the emergence of theory 

it was a tedious and time consuming process and journey.  Computerized software tools are 

available by subscription to assist qualitative research and reduce coding and analysis 

timeframes.  Computerized methods have learning curves and add to research time with 

unfamiliar methods.  This research was audio recorded with Audacity on a McIntosh computer 

and only one computerized software package was compatible and available to assist in coding 

and analysis.  Using computerized software may have reduced the manual time of coding and 

analysis in the short term but a time limitation would have included initially adding all 

transcripts manually into the software therefore increasing the coding and analysis time frame.  

Further, it is noted that when coding and analyzing data it is imperative to return to the data 

continually for insight and through computerization the researcher would loose touch with the 

data and rely on computerization rather than cognitive coupling of data.  It is also noted that once 

the computerized software subscription ends accessibility to the tool is complete and 

inaccessible.   

It is argued workplaces implementing artificial or un-legitimate relationships through 

digital communication for ulterior motives rather than relational ones establish a false 
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compassionate workplace (Frost et al., 2006; Victor Chan, personal communication March 15, 

2013).  False compassionate leadership strategy isn’t conducive to true compassionate 

workplaces and if successful creates weak and vulnerable ties within workplaces by constructing 

un-legitimate or false environments (Fineman, 2000).  There are those working within 

workplaces that are private and find compassionate interaction on a personal level to be stifling 

and/or intrusive (David Terrio, personal communication, April 5, 2013; Fineman, 2000; Frost et 

al.; Jazaieri et al., 2012).  It’s important for compassionate leaders to acknowledge there are 

employees who may find discomfort in displays of kindness or personal recognition within the 

workplace.  An employee is the only person who can verify if he/she is the recipient of true 

compassion.  It is suggested that research is required to seek individual response as to whether or 

not they, in their reality, experience a true compassionate workplace by compassionate 

leadership via digital communication tools. 

This grounded theory research provides the basis for future study by perhaps using an 

online survey(s) method which would reach multiple participants delving deeper into the use of 

digital communication tools supporting compassionate leaders and compassionate workplaces 

and how the recipient perceives compassion they are experiencing.  Additional exploration of 

how digital communication tools assist implementation of workplace values through internal 

organizational communication is favourable as communication of values and value building 

assist compassionate workplace relationships. 
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Conclusion 
 

The workplace today utilizes digital communication tools in constructing compassionate 

workplace neighbourhoods and communities based on a sense of connectedness culminating in a 

compassionate workplace experience.  By using digital communication tools virtual workplaces 

are developed in a home, coffee shop, or even the precipice of Whistler Mountain, British 

Columbia, and are substitutes for the traditional office workplace.  Digital communication tools 

are the medium for connection in virtual workplaces, as they simulate one-way to multi-way 

conversations with like buttons, comment boxes, and real-time informational exchanges, being 

substituted for the hallway nod of recognition, friendly desk side chatter, debate, and board room 

or water cooler conversation(s).  A sense of connectedness occurs when a point of view is heard 

and understood and without interface compassionate workplaces fail because of isolation, 

misunderstanding, and prejudice. 

This research contributed to understanding digital communication is a tool that 

effectively supports compassionate leaders to develop, enable and enhance compassionate 

workplaces.  Digital communication assists in building community, connection, interconnection, 

and relationships within a workplace, enabling goal accomplishment, productivity, reaching 

internal organizational objectives and information exchange.  Digital communication allows for 

one-on-one conversations over many platforms across vast geographical areas and this tool has 

unwittingly become the connector or the common denominator for many compassionate leaders 

to develop compassionate workplaces.   

Digital communication has unwittingly become a tool, and medium, aiding in the 

development of compassionate workplace experiences where communally developed thought 

once again flourishes through workplace motivation.  A byproduct of the compassionate 
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workplace experience is motivated productivity resulting from digitally enabled interactions 

among employees.  Research asserts that continued digital communication scholastic exploration 

aids in developing hypotheses to assist understanding how the recipient perceives compassionate 

leadership in compassionate workplaces via digital communication.  Specifically, compassion is 

and can be cultivated and fostered in workplace culture to further develop, grow, and nurture 

compassionate leaders who construct compassionate organizations.  Scholarship can be 

developed for the compassionate leader and compassionate workplace, as they are constructs that 

can be taught.   

The twelve compassionate leaders interviewed, supported by the above-mentioned 

literature review, confirm digital communication, as a medium, can be used to connect 

compassionate leaders to compassionate workplaces.  Compassionate Leaders are 

communicators, listeners, and mentors, are non-judgmental, respectful and understanding.  This 

research also assists in understanding that digital communication supports compassionate leaders 

and compassionate workplaces to foster a compassionate workplace experience.  A 

compassionate workplace experience can be achieved by using digital communication tools to 

build connected, collaborative, trustful workplaces where increased productivity and joy reside.  

Joyful workplaces are authentic, flexible, community based environments where communication 

can be promoted by interactive digital communication tools using one-way to multi-way methods 

for solution-based results. 
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Appendix 2 – Participants 
Academic: 
 
Mary Bernard 
Associate Vice President Research and Faculty Affairs, Royal Roads University 
 
Barney Ellis-Perry 
Director, Alumni Engagement Campaign 
University of British Columbia 
 
Jennifer Walinga 
Director, Communication and Culture, Royal Roads University 
 
Marie Earl 
Strategy Consultant & Executive Coach 
Former Associate Vice President Alumni, University of British Columbia 
 
Not-For-Profit: 
 
Victor Chan 
Founding Director, The Dalai Lama Centre for Peace and Education 
 
Jennifer Charlesworth 
Director, CORE BC, and,  
Principal, Options Consulting 
 
Al Etmanski 
Social Innovation Generation 
 
Nirmala Raniga 
Executive Director, Lower Mainland Drug Freedom Inc., and,  
Founder & Director, Chopra Addiction and Wellness Center 
 
Profit: 
 
Douglas Heintzman 
Director of Strategy, IBM 
 
Catherine Lord 
Senior Strategy Consultant, IBM 
 
Robyn Quinn 
Principal, Big Bang Communications 
 
David Terrio 
President, BTQ Financial 
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Appendix 2 – Interview Questions 
 
Section 1:  Compassionate leader: 
 
1. Do you consider your self to be an organizational compassionate leader and if so why? 
 
2. What does it mean to be a compassionate leader - Describe the characteristics?  
 
Section 2:  Compassionate workplace: 
 
3. Do you believe you foster a compassionate workplace?   
 
4. Describe the characteristics of your compassionate workplace? 
 
5. How do you implement/nurture these compassionate work place characteristics into the 

work place? 
 
Section 3:  Digital communication & Compassionate workplace: 
 
6. Describe digital communication methods utilized in your workplace. 
 
7. How do you utilize these digital communication methods to foster a compassionate 

workplace?   
 
8. Describe compassionate workplace experiences fostered by this implementation and 

utilization. 
 
9. How does a fostered compassionate workplace strengthen internal workplace 

relationships?  
 
10. What impact does a compassionate workplace have on building internal connections and 

interconnections between employees and leaders?  What compassionate leader 
competencies assist in this understanding? 

 
11. How has this implementation changed your organizational culture and productivity 

within the culture? 
 
12. Describe how digital communication implementation has cultivated others to become 

compassionate leaders within your organization. 
 
Ending questions: 
 
13. As you reflect on your workplace is there any achievement of digital communication 

implementation fostering compassion that stands out in your mind.  If so, how did this 
affect the compassionate workplace?  How did you respond to this realization? 
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14. Has your view of a compassionate workplace changed since implementation of digital 
communication methods?  Has this implementation fostered true compassion? 

 
15. After experiencing work place compassion based on digital communication 

implementation what advice would you offer other workplaces commencing 
implementation? 

 
16. Is there anything else you can share to better understand or know how a compassionate 

workplace is fostered? 
 


