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Editorial on the Research Topic
 Compassion and compassionate leadership in the workplace




How can we make workplaces radically better for people across the world? A fundamental human orientation is compassion that underpins belonging and psychological safety. Developing and sustaining compassionate cultures is essential for transforming workplaces to promote human happiness and wellbeing.

Compassion in an organizational context can be understood as having four components: (i) attending, (ii) understanding, (iii) empathizing, and (iv) helping (Atkins and Parker, 2012). In the context of an interaction between people, compassion involves:

1. Attending—paying attention to others and noticing their suffering;

2. Understanding—understanding what is causing others' distress by making an appraisal of the cause, ideally through a dialogue;

3. Empathizing—having a felt empathic response, to some extent mirroring others' distress;

4. Helping or serving—taking thoughtful, skilled, and appropriate action to help relieve others' suffering or help them cope more effectively.

The main objective of building compassionate cultures at work is creating conditions where all are supported to have the best and most fulfilling work lives possible. Compassion at work includes being effective in pursuing a commitment to embodying our values in our work, which requires shared direction, alignment, and commitment. Compassion also implies inclusion, which means working together to include all, regardless of professional background, opinion, skin color, sexuality, religion, or gender. Compassion implies sharing power by encouraging collective leadership, where all feel they have some leadership influence. Finally, compassion requires us to work together to develop a climate of shared purpose, prioritizing high-quality outcomes (for the organization, those we serve, and those who work in the organization) in our workplaces rather than just in our individual areas of responsibility.

Compassionate leaders have a crucial role in promoting and delivering compassionate cultures at work. They embody both a sensitivity to the challenges that those they lead face and a commitment to help them respond effectively to those challenges and thrive in their work process.

A compassionate leader typically shows four key behaviors, mirroring the dimensions of compassion at work described above:

• Attending: being present with and attending to those they lead (West et al., 2015; West, 2021);

• Understanding: understanding through dialogue with those they lead (West et al., 2015; West, 2021);

• Empathizing: being able to feel the distress or frustration of those they lead without being overwhelmed by the emotions and therefore unable to help (Gilbert, 2019);

• Helping: the helping element has four components: scope—the breadth of resources offered; scale—the volume of resources; speed—the timeliness of the response; and specialization—the extent to which the response meets the real needs of the other) (Lilius et al., 2011).

Two papers on this Research Topic show the relevance of leadership roles in promoting employees' happiness at work and in their personal lives. In the first paper, Wan et al. emphasize he crucial role of emotions at work, showing that leaders can influence subordinates' emotions through emotional contagion and emotional appeal, thus ultimately affecting their job performance. In other words, the greater followers' susceptibility to positive emotion, the greater the effect of positive emotional leadership on their positive emotions (Wan et al.). In the second study, Yao et al. examine leadership's impact on the work-family interface. These results provide further evidence of how leadership styleaffects employees' personal lives. They show that benevolent leaders may affect marital family satisfaction through the full mediation of work-family facilitation, while the negative relationship between authoritarian leadership and marital family satisfaction is fully mediated by work-family conflict (WFC).

Compassion at work has been mainly studies in healthcare systems, where workers are continuously challenged by the high relational content of their caring associated emotional demands However other studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of compassion in other organizational contexts, particularly its role in influencing individual wellbeing and productivity and in relation to its protective role against work-related stress and burnout (e.g., Tabaj et al., 2015; Eldor and Shoshani, 2016; Buonomo et al., 2022). Buonomo et al. paper addresses the role of compassion at school, given the saliency of caring in teaching as a helping profession. The findings show that compassion satisfaction, as a job resource, is strongly related to teachers' work engagement at school, confirming that teachers' care toward their students is a crucial resource supporting their engagement.

The research included in this Research Topic supports other evidence showing that compassion makes a profound difference at work. In this Compassion is not a personality trait; this means that it can be promoted and sustained by organizations at individual and group levels. Those who receive compassion from their colleagues or their manager tend to replicate it; thus, compassion can be learned and developed as an individual orientation and organizational culture.

All organizations (whichever types they are: non-profit and for-profit; governmental and private ones) can deliberately choose to change their culture, processes, and actions to develop compassion as a core value (West, 2021). This special issue aims to help and promote this transition, as an important component in efforts to improve work contexts to enable human growth and flourishing and organizational performance.

The paper by Andersson et al. shows the effects of a 6-week psychological intervention utilizing compassion training on stress, mental health, and self-compassion. The findings show promising results regarding the success of compassion training within organizations in decreasing stress and mental ill-health and increasing self-compassion.

In this Research Topic, we aimed to explore how compassion and compassionate leadership at work can help us ensure a more meaningful, pleasurable, and productive experience for employees, creating safe and positive work environments. We hope the papers presented in this special issue will help develop and disseminate commitment to this important area of research and practice.
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