
© PEER PERFORMANCE SOLUTIONS, 2021

By Juli Geske Peer, President of Peer Performance Solutions

Strengthen 

Human 

Bonds 

Interactions



2

Empathy in 

Interactions

Contents

4

7

12

14

18

| Strengthening Human Bonds

| Empathy Background

| Communicating with Empathy

| About Juli and Peer 

Performance Solutions

| Developing Empathy



3

Empathy in 

Interactions

You never really understand a 

person until you consider 

things from his point of view. . . 

until you climb inside of his skin 

and walk around in it.” 

–Harper Lee, To Kill a Mockingbird

‘‘
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Strengthening our Human 
Bonds Through Empathy

For most people, it is easy to feel for someone who has experienced a 

major life trauma like a house fire, a sick child, or the death of a spouse. 

We find ourselves drawn to them and we feel their pain inside 

ourselves. We can relate to big losses as we strive to do what we can to 

be of some help. Our empathy is on full alert.
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Now let’s rewrite the script a bit. You are a manager with a 

team member who is struggling to keep up on an important project. 

When you sit down with them and ask why they are having difficulties 

staying on top of their work, they might tell you…

➢ “It’s been a bit tense at home.” 

➢ “I am just exhausted and I don’t know why.”

➢ “These new protocols are making me stressed. They’re distracting 

me from doing my job.”
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Where is your empathy level in response to these 

remarks? Do you feel the same connection you would with 

someone who had just lost everything in a house fire? Probably not. 

People are complex, and some of the issues they deal with are subtle, 

while others are not even within our collective experience. It can feel 

very challenging to connect and relate in these situations. 

How do we learn to approach others with empathy? We’ll dive into 

that in this eBook, but first, let’s rewind a bit and develop some 

foundational knowledge about empathy…
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mpathy is often confused with its cousin sympathy, but they are 

very different creatures.
E

Empathy 
Background

The word empathy stems from the Greek word empatheia, with root 

"pathos" (meaning feelings) and prefix "em" (meaning in or to go into). 

In other words, we must go into our own—and others'—feelings in 
order to be empathetic. This is a very vulnerable place to tread.

The famed Greek philosopher Aristotle wrote about empathy, calling it 

the ability to “understand and share feelings of another.” And the 

Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy describes empathy as one of the 

“psychological capacities that are thought of as being central for 

constituting humans as social creatures, allowing us to know what 

other people are thinking and feeling, to emotionally engage with 
them, to share their thoughts and feelings, and to care for their well-

being.”

At the very least, empathy requires presence, 

connection, and the withholding of judgment.

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/empathy/
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ympathy, on the other hand, is connected with pity or feeling sorry 

for another. 

When we sympathize with someone, we can also understand their 

problem, but we might remain distant. Sympathy can lead people to 

offer solutions or fixes without really experiencing what the other 

person is going through. Have you ever watched a commercial for 

children in a cancer ward? It is heartbreaking, and you may donate to 

help because you sympathize with what the child and their family is 

going through. It is not to say that this is not a thoughtful, caring 

response, but it does leave us on the outside, looking in. Pity can also 

be part of a sympathetic reaction, and pity has no place when we are 

truly empathetic with another. 

To dig a little deeper into the contrasts of Empathy 

and Sympathy you can watch this short, illustrated 

video from a talk by Brené Brown. 

S

https://youtu.be/KZBTYViDPlQ
https://youtu.be/KZBTYViDPlQ
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A True Story

A colleague of mine told me about a time when she was a young mom, 

running late for a special lunch with a family member who was in town 

for the day. She rushed to the Mall of America with her two sons, and 

they fast-stepped their way toward a set of glass entry doors amid the 

throng of shoppers. It was there that my colleague noticed a crying, 

teenaged girl leaning back against the wall near the entry.

At first, she thought, “I am so late and the boys are with me; I should 

just keep on going. She probably broke up with her boyfriend or 

something.” However, after glancing again at the distraught girl, 

something inside my colleague said, “That is not the story here. It has 

not been THAT long since I was her age.” She felt she had to check on 

her. 

“Are you okay?” my colleague asked the girl.

A pained look crossed the girl’s face. “No,” she said, as she slid down 

the wall to a seated position. 
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My colleague could see the girl’s face had gone gray. This image 

made my colleague flash to a time when she, too, was in agony, and 

didn’t realize the pain she was experiencing was caused by kidney 

stones. She hadn’t told her parents, but they discovered something 

was seriously wrong after they found her endlessly walking around the 

house at 2 o’clock in the morning.

Even if this young girl wasn’t experiencing the same thing, my 

colleague didn’t want to risk leaving her alone. She gently convinced 

the girl to come inside the mall with my colleague’s family, brought 

the girl to the info desk, and asked staff to phone the mall police and 

any medical personnel they had. Upon examining the girl, it was 

discovered she had been in acute abdominal pain for a week and it 

was now unbearable. An ambulance was called, and my colleague was 

able to get the phone number to call the girl’s mother so she could 

meet her daughter at the hospital.
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This event is a real-life demonstration of empathy. 
How easy would it have been to be like the others going into the mall 

that day who simply saw an upset girl, or maybe saw nothing at all. As 

a mother, my colleague was attuned to looking for signs of hurting in 

young people. As a single mom, she empathized with the girl being 

alone to handle her distress. As someone who had known physical 

pain, my colleague could put herself in the place of the young teen 

who was hurting and confused. 

Of course, often the hurts and challenges are not so obvious. They 

may be psychological in nature or have a long history of which we are 

unaware. How do we find our empathy in these circumstances?

“Empathy is a choice, and it’s a vulnerable 

choice because, in order to connect with 

you, I have to connect with something in 

myself that knows that feeling.”

-Brené Brown
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Developing 
Empathy
Though some people believe that empathy is an innate skill that you 

either have or you don’t, it is possible for most people to improve and 

develop empathy. The more we intentionally aim for empathy, the 

easier it will come to us and the more natural it will feel.

For many people, simply paying attention to others and trying to 

understand their situation is a big step toward becoming empathetic. 

When we work on “getting out of our own heads” and placing ourselves 

in another’s situation, we exercise our empathy muscles and build them 

up over time.
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If you’re attempting to develop your empathy, keep 

the following “do’s and do not’s” in mind:

Do:
➢ Practice active listening

➢ Be present and minimize distractions

➢ Ask thoughtful, open-ended questions

➢ Withhold judgment

➢ Keep an open mind

➢ Aim for understanding

Do Not:
➢ Talk over the other person

➢ Plan what you’ll say next

➢ Enter the conversation with preconceived 

notions or assumptions

➢ Shut down others’ thoughts or opinions

➢ Make judgmental statements

➢ Try to “win” a conversation

Empathy development is not something that will happen overnight. It 

takes intentional effort, meaningful interactions, and a willingness to 

keep an open mind and heart. One important aspect of 

building empathy involves communication… 
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Empathy is an amazing gift we give to each other—an effective, two-way 

communication. Embracing the practice of empathy is a theme that runs 

throughout my book, 5 Senses for Success: Strategies to Thrive in Any 

Arena. Within the chapters, I talk about my personal lessons, failures, and 

successes in applying empathy to my daily interactions. A key element is 

to engage both your head AND your heart when you want to 

understand another’s point of view or to connect with the path that 

brought them to where they are now. To be empathetic, we need to be 

curious about the other person, which can only happen when we don’t 

walk into the room with pre-conceived notions. 

Communicating with 
Empathy

“Although it sometimes feels like we’re 

living in a world driven by greed and hatred, 

humans are hardwired for empathy.” 

-Juli Geske-Peer, 5 Senses for Success

https://juligeskepeer.com/5-senses-for-success/
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Let’s take these guidelines and apply them to our 

employee example in the beginning of this eBook. 

If the person seated across from you told you that their work was 

affected by how tense things were at home, you could try some open-

ended questions to see if they would say more about their situation. The 

next step is to sit quietly and listen, fully, to what they are saying. Don’t 

worry about what you would say next, just try to experience and feel 

what they are telling you.

What about the team member who tells you they are exhausted and not 

functioning well? This is another golden opportunity to look deeper and 

be open to learning more about the root of their situation. There might 

be an underlying reason for their fatigue, such as coping with a chronic 

illness, tending to young children at home, or caretaking for a sick 

family member. Allow the team member the opportunity to tell you 

about their situation, if they choose to do so. Even if they are not 

forthcoming with information, do your best to be understanding and try 

to remember the times in your life when you felt a similar fatigue. 
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In the final scenario involving new work protocol, it may be difficult to 

approach the situation from a lens of empathy and understanding. If 

everyone else in the office seems to be handling the changes without 

issue, you might wonder why this individual is so “high maintenance” or 

unable to adapt. Keep in mind, there may be underlying reasons why 

this person cannot quickly and easily adapt to a particular change. Keep 

an open mind and attempt to understand their perspective. Use active 

listening to try to understand why they feel the way they do.
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Empathy is not natural for everyone, but this skill can 

evolve over time with focus and practice. 

If you would like to learn more about the power of empathy in building 

successful connections, I encourage you to take a look at my book. I 

wrote it with the sincere hope I could help others use their human gifts 

to improve their lives and the lives of others. 

https://juligeskepeer.com/5-senses-for-success/
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Meet Juli
Juli Geske-Peer is the founder and president of 

Peer Performance Solutions. As a visionary and 

leader, Juli's particular expertise is in 

facilitating exceptional leadership, guiding 

successful relationship practices, and fostering 

accountability and goal achievement. Her work 

has garnered praise from clients and 

colleagues.

Peer Performance Solutions
Peer Performance Solutions has one 

unified goal: Enhancing individual and 

organizational performance. We offer a 

unique blend of business services 

centered on strategizing to build 

organizational success, enhancing 

leadership and communications, and 

improving processes and operations.

Juli has formal degrees in Communications (BA) and Organizational Leadership 

(MA). Additionally, she is certified as both an Executive Coach and an Emotional 

Intelligence Coach, is a Qualified Neutral for the State of Minnesota (conflict 

mediator), and has obtained additional certifications in Conversational 

Intelligence (CreateWe Institute), Extreme Leadership (Extreme Leadership 

Institute) and Train-the-Trainer techniques (University of Minnesota).

Juli is the author of the Amazon Bestseller, 5 Senses for Success: Strategies to 
Thrive in Any Arena.

Find more success-building tips in my book!

Kirkhouse Publishing

Amazon

Barnes & Noble

More from PPS:

• PPS Blog

• Articles

• LinkedIn

• Instagram

• Twitter

• Facebook

https://juligeskepeer.com/5-senses-for-success/
https://www.kirkhousepublishers.com/product-page/5-senses-for-success-by-juli-geske-peer
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B093XRPBG3?pf_rd_r=4JS1JP32QH835WYRCTT7&pf_rd_p=5ae2c7f8-e0c6-4f35-9071-dc3240e894a8&pd_rd_r=adf8ab9b-7380-4160-84bf-9c50cffb4573&pd_rd_w=7u8jI&pd_rd_wg=lce3F&ref_=pd_gw_unk
https://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/5-senses-for-success-juli-geske-peer/1139526599?ean=9781952976131
http://peerperformancesolutions.com/blog/
https://juligeskepeer.com/articles/
http://www.linkedin.com/in/
https://www.instagram.com/juligeskepeer/?hl=en
https://twitter.com/JGeskePeer
https://www.facebook.com/peerperformancesolutions/
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Thank you 
for reading.


