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Could a greater miracle take place than for us
to look through each other’s eye for an instant?

— H E N R Y  D A V I D  T H O R E A U

INTRODUCTION





An Empathetic Approach

L ife is messy. We strive for order. We set our goals and tick o!  our action 
items. We weigh our options and try to make good decisions. Nonethe-
less, the unexpected intervenes. We are knocked o!  track by challenges 

from the small to the life-changing: illness, accidents, bias, harassment, vio-
lence, " nancial woes, and more.

As much as we seek to avoid it, we carry these struggles with us. # ey af-
fect us in our homes, in our communities, and they a! ect us at work. How 
leaders respond to the traumas that inevitably show up in their workplaces 
can determine the success or failure of the organization as a whole. An em-
pathetic response instills trust, which in turn increases productivity, reduces 
absenteeism and turnover, and enhances engagement and satisfaction. Just 
as importantly, compassion makes it more likely that those in need will get 
help. It also bears noting that empathy lapses have shown up in more head-
lines and lawsuits than many would care to recount. # is book teaches the 

1
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skills to respond with calm and con"dence to traumas at work, whenever and 
wherever they arise.

B E N T O N  S A T  A T  the head of the table, with twenty sets of eyes "xed on him.1 
Arrayed around him were the mayor, the chief of police, the superintendent 
of schools, and other city leaders, each of whom had a deputy, who some-
times had a deputy.

Benton had been called to this room because of a tragedy. #e city, like 
too many others before and a$er it, had experienced a school shooting. Now, 
headlines blared, news crews jostled for position in their formerly quiet 
town, and the streets were %ooded with donations of %owers, toys, and cards 
from well-wishers. #e nation grieved with them. But the city’s leaders were 
paralyzed.

#ey needed a plan for ongoing support of the victims’ families. #ey 
needed to decide when—or even whether—to reopen the school. #ey 
needed to answer the angry inquiries and threats of lawsuits about school 
security. And they needed to "nd a place for all of those donations.

#e problem wasn’t a lack of support. #e federal government had o!ered 
them a near-blank check, as well as all the technical assistance and guidance 
they could need. #e problem was that they couldn’t act. Devastated by what 
had happened and overwhelmed by the hordes of outside press, donations, 
and aid, they had grown wary of o!ers of help and had developed the 
mind-set of a town under siege. Meanwhile, the school remained closed, no 
path for ongoing counseling had been established, and %owers wilted in the 
streets.

#at was why Benton was here. Experienced in city crises from urban ri-
ots to a raid on a fundamentalist cult, Benton had been asked to come to this 
town to see if he could help break the impasse so that outside services could 
be brought in. Benton knew that logic, charts, plans of action, or statistics 
would not help.

Instead, he asked questions.
He asked about what had happened, and what had happened next, and 

what had happened a$er that. He asked about their roles, their thoughts, 
their regrets.
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And as he asked, the tears began to %ow. #ese civic leaders, in their gray 
suits with their padfolios, sat around that giant oak table and they wept. 
Benton, who had sat with mothers who had lost both sons to gang violence, 
with those who had been beaten and sexually assaulted, had never before 
seen so many tears in one room.

What those tears broke through was not an administrative logjam. It was 
the anguish at losing those beautiful children. It was the frustration at their 
own powerlessness. It was the devastating knowledge that this had happened 
on their watch. And because it broke through those, the administrative chal-
lenges were surmountable.

When the tears subsided, the mayor looked at Benton. “Clearly,” he said, 
“we should have brought you in a long time ago.”

I ’ V E  B E E N  W O R K I N G  with victims for more than twenty-"ve years as a coun-
selor, advocate, and legal advisor. For "$een years, I served as a senior attor-
ney advisor with the Executive O'ce for United States Attorneys, advising 
the Justice Department on its most challenging victim issues in cases ranging 
from terrorism to large-scale "nancial fraud to child exploitation. Some of 
the cases I advised on include the Boston Marathon bombing, the Pulse 
nightclub and South Carolina church shootings, Charlottesville, Enron, 
Mado!, 9/11, and the federal case against Larry Nassar, doctor for the US 
Women’s Olympic Gymnastics team. I have trained thousands of individuals 
on compliance with their responsibilities to victims, and I teach a course on 
victim rights at American University.

#rough all of this work with diverse types of trauma, I began to realize 
something: all trauma is fundamentally the same. #e degree varies, of course, 
and each person’s experience is unique. #e skills I would use to assist a victim 
of domestic violence on a hotline call, though, are the same ones I would use 
to comfort a colleague who bursts into tears in my o'ce when one more as-
signment becomes one assignment too many or one who paces in front of my 
desk in anger at being belittled in a meeting. When the crisis comes—and all 
of us are going to face the crisis eventually—we need the same things.

Unfortunately, a lot of us struggle to give those things. We feel that we 
should have something more or di!erent to give. We want to "x the problem. 
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We feel uncomfortable, for reasons that may be beyond our control (empa-
thy can wreak havoc sometimes). It’s messy and we don’t want to get in-
volved. Of course, by pushing these issues away, we only exacerbate them. 
#ey simmer below the surface, and eventually boil over. #ese issues are 
more prevalent than you might think.


