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"It is important to build resilience,
creativity, and enhance innovative thinking

from a young age, by being kind and
encouraging kindness."
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"The work of leading with kindness starts
from empathy, engages complexity,

context and contradictions, and then acts
with discipline and respect to address the

near-term and with priority for a
sustainable, inclusive longer-term."



The complexities and challenges created by a crisis do not call for a response simple or soft in nature. Rather,

a crisis requires strength and discipline, hard-nosed determination to move forward, and robust resilience to

unending demands and overwhelming priorities. It means blending the need for immediate response with

long-term thinking, balancing competing priorities and holding space for tensions that arise in the

individuality of experience and personal vulnerabilities. 

The prospects of the world’s future is fraught with difficulty, compounding the challenges brought on by the

pandemic, economic conditions, accelerating effects of climate change, and the enduring and deep-seated

inequalities of condition, race, and opportunity. We argue here that leading through current challenges and

into the horizon necessitates a leadership founded in kindness. 

This conception of kindness is not that of niceness, soft comfort, nor blind denial of resistance; it is

embedded in discipline and practice. It is a kindness that struggles to offer optimism in times of uncertainty;

a kindness that seeks to offer resolute courage and optimism for the future while acknowledging what is

lost. 

If a crisis offers a context of challenge and complexity, kindness sets a context from which to act towards

rebuilding and recovery. As leaders seek to address current needs and plan for recovery in the face of further

uncertainties, embedding kindness offers a base and a place from which to start. 

We lead from, and in, kindness.
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Identifying kindness is  about observation.  We take lessons in
kindness and its absence constantly,  noticing and paying attention
in our daily l ives and in our work of leading.  These lessons show the
importance of empathy with others.   Recognising this allows us to
challenge the tacit  and explicit  harshness in interactions that has
come to be acceptable,  even typical .   In our work with Global
Thinkers Forum, I  have come to see the practice of kindness as
answering some key questions.

1.    What if  kindness works as the basis of a process of collective
discovery?
 

Kindness can be a weapon against  tr ibal ism,  and a pivot point for

people to start  feel ing at  ease about co-exist ing with difference and

diversity.  Kindness is  also an enabler of  free exchange of ideas to a

democratic  society.  If  we can view kindness as an adamantine,

begetting an unshakable consensus that it  is  not only ethics  and morals

or being nice to others.  This  perspective focuses the scope and mission

of kindness;  rather,  it  can be viewed as an enabling force to develop

the abi l ity  to thrive in adversity

2.    How do we forge a fresh social  consensus rooted in the practice
of kindness?
To re-root the social  perspective of  kindness as based in strength and

discipl ine,  we need leaders who lead by example;  whose actions reflect

and reinforce a kindness culture across al l  social  strata and realms.  We

need these leaders to l ive in kindness through chal lenge and adversity,

consistently  enforcing and reinforcing the view that kindness is

essential  to the prosperity of  the col lective.

3.     How to change the current narrative of personal indifference and
social  harshness? 
 

This  work,  complex and deeply seated in chal lenge,  starts  from

understanding that a  long chain of  ephemeral ,  unthoughtful  reactions

nurtures a dominating,  predetermined narrative of  ignoring the value of

thriving in unity.  The process of  changing this  narrative requires the

consistency of  manifesting kindness into dai ly  practice and a

commitment to focusing on the longer-term, beyond the everyday.
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When we launched the Global  Thinkers Forum at Said Business

School  in  2011,  the core vis ion for the venture was to l ink impact-

driven thought leaders from around the world under a col lective

effort  to nurture values-based thinking.  During my t ime at  SBS,  it

was knowledge and wisdom accumulated through conversations

with faculty tutors,  and especial ly  with Prof Marc Ventresca,  that

shaped the GTF’s  growth and engagement strategy.  We grew our

reach and launched our work in more than 65 countries within less

than ten years.  

Our mission has become even more t imely and urgent,  in  the face

of global  chal lenges such as growing inequal it ies and the

pervasiveness of  polarised emotions tr iggered from centuries-old

injustice,  cruelty and marginal ization.  This  current context

highl ights the importance of discipl ined kindness as a  way of

leading,  being,  and doing business.  When a person experiences

kindness,  they experience aff irmation of their  presence at  that

moment,  in  that space,  in  that historical  context.  In  contrast,  the

absence of kindness generates negative emotions such as

resentment,  rejection,  indifference.  This  is  an important aspect

that leaders should not ignore,  especial ly  in  results-orientated and

outcomes-based projects.

Authentic  kindness aff irms social  inclusion and is  the antidote to

dignity violations.  On a deep level ,  most people feel  safer among

people who show kindness than with those who do not,  even if  they

are strangers.  Sincere kindness can be conveyed and aff irmed

through a variety of  micro and macro practices.  This  work seeks to

understand how such practices i l lustrate kindness in everyday

leadership actions,  highl ighting its  manifestations,  alongside the

complexity of  understanding kindness that transcends empathy and

niceness.  

 

Kindness does not succeed alone.  And it  cannot win through hope:  it

requires action.  We must incubate and curate kindness by

incorporating smaller  acts of  care and concern into a dai ly  routine.  

 The support for  this  kindness stance comes through people wil l ing

to adopt the multiple manifestations of  kindness as a  way of being.

This  is  not the stance of people who bel ieve that their  ult imate goal

is  r ighteous,  but who l ive by the bel ief  that what is  r ighteous is  the

goal  to understand ‘otherness’  and take specif ic ,  del iberate,  and

daily  actions to l ive in and lead from kindness.



"Kindness is treating people with respect and
is a catalyst for trust. It implies

fairness, empathy, leading by example and
strengthens relationships".



In  this  volume,  we attempt to explore

Kindness in Leadership During Cris is  &

Beyond in an effort  to clar ify  how kindness

characterist ics  are manifested through a

combination of  other traits  found in each of

us.   While recognising kindness is  not the

only important trait  of  a  good leader,  we

believe it  is  the one most undervalued and

least understood.  Perhaps,  through these

i l lustrations,  we might be able to provide a

framework as base for  your own kindness

discipl ine.   This  edit ion includes interviews

and thoughts from both women and men,

aiming to demonstrate the importance and

existence of  kindness across the gender

spectrum. 

In contributing to "Kind Leadership During Crisis & Beyond" In August 2020 by Saïd Business School,

Global Thinkers Forum and Hall & Partners, we conducted a series of interviews with thought leaders

around the world, covering four continents and stretching across business, management, philanthropy,

academia, civil society. 

The interviewees included thought leaders of a wide range of cultures and backgrounds, with long

experience managing diverse teams in complex environments.  This work also built upon a broader

survey whereby contributors were invited to rank ten characteristics of kindness in terms of priority in

leading from kindness in times of crisis.







"Kindness has a direct role in resiliency. 
When sometimes

you are at a loss, above all else 
be kind and healing."



Through these interviews and
surveys,  leaders clearly
identified the core of leading
from kindness as compassion.
Rooting kindness in Compassion,
the characteristics of Courage,
Fairness,  Candour,
and Presence emerged as the
integral  next layer.  These
characteristics are,
perhaps,  integrated and part of
each other.  Having the courage
to be candid requires presence
to offer compassion to those
experiencing the outcome.
Fairness may not be in kindness
unless there is  candour about
the struggle of finding the ‘fair ’
decision amongst tensions and
contraindications,  while
maintaining presence to bear
the weight of the decision.

The struggle that leaders face in

holding the complexity of

challenging situations and the

contingent nature of  these

characterist ics  in  mind and in

heart,  highl ights the need for

deep-seated bel ief  in  the value

of kindness.  Embedding this

bel ief  in  practice does not take a

single form, nor does it  rely  on a

single characterist ic .  Instead,  it

is  the work of  embedding

elements of  kindness into a

personal  leadership strategy

and an individual  discipl ine and

practice.  In  the interviews

conducted by the Global

Thinkers Forum, these ten

manifestations of  kindness

shone through as holding true

across geographies and sectors

to exist  at  the heart  of

kind leadership around the

world.



"Leveraging an inclusive and philanthropic heart 
can make a significant difference.  

Be Wise. Be Kind. Be Curious. 
Be Collaborative. Be Exceptional."



During times of crisis, we turn to our

leaders for reassurance and for

confidence. People want the

comfort of knowing they are in capable

hands, able to make difficult decisions

while adapting to changing situations and

ongoing uncertainty. The nature of a

crisis, and the embedded uncertainty,

means that perfect decisions are often

not available; leaders not only need the

courage to make decisions but also to

accept the responsibility for the result,

with the resilience to continue

working in the best interests of those

they lead.



"Kindness is not “soft”. 
It is often difficult and brave – it is

the ability to be honest and to be willing to
embrace the unknown – especially in times of crisis."



The courage to make a choice when all

you have are difficult choices requires

putting one foot forward despite lacking

clarity or fully understanding what the

future may hold. 

Amidst this uncertainty, making hard but

necessary decisions takes courage and

requires optimism that progress can be

made and recovery can begin. Leaders

acting in uncertainty must rally those

around them to come together and act

collectively in taking a path forward.



"One of the important components of empathy is
kindness. When you observe the world 

through an empathy lens, 
you become more innovative. "



Kindness does not equate to shielding

people from the hard facts; a kind leader

requires the courage to be candid with

the truth, acknowledging the gravity of

the situation which will help clarify the

problem/crisis at hand to those unaware.

There is still a need, however, to find a

delicate balance between candidness

and offering information which does not

support a response or inure against the

threat. Finding fairness of information

and support is not an easy task: it requires

embedding of kindness in evaluating the

appropriate balance.



"Keep nurturing and respecting all those people
around you. Just make sure you nourish and

cherish each every single person in your
ecosystem."



While the ‘right’ course of action may not

be apparent in a crisis, leaders must

inspire trust in those they lead. We need

to trust that leaders will act to the best of

their ability, be broad-minded, disciplined

in their approach. Without this trust,

the actions and words of our leaders will

have very little weight. Visibility

and candoue can contribute to

trustworthiness; while people want

strength in a leader; they also need to see

and hear humanity.



"Everyone's got to be well, everyone's got to
flourish. Right? And that's really what

kindness is. And it's everything from just
smiling at somebody even under your

mask, because it radiates."



Offering kindness in a crisis situation

requires an understanding of the

individuality of experience. Any crisis

results in people being affected to

different levels: showing an

understanding of others and, compassion

or care for what they are going through,

becomes extremely important. It’s a

reminder that kind leaders see those

around them as people with their own

feelings, and that they understand and

are respectful of those feelings and their

challenges.



"Kindness is when the leader can make everyone 
feel heard and acknowledged 

creating space for authenticity without
diminishing the experience and feelings of

others in a crisis that is unevenly distributed."



Acknowledging the depth of personal

struggle, the challenge of surviving while

looking to a hopeful recovery, are part

and parcel of the experience of a crisis. In

acknowledging the plurality and

vulnerability of human experience, a

leader offers the kindness of allowing

others to experience the full depth and

impact of their own reality. Here, the

kindness of a leader offers a deeper

connection by way of permission to

acknowledge fully our own experience.



"I make it a point in my life to extend helping
hands to those who may need my

contributions in forms of
guidance, mentoring and material

contributions without the expectation of
potential rewards in return."



An important output of optimism is the

ability to maintain a sense of humour. 

 This quality can be a critical component

of team success. While not a traditional

skill, appropriate humour in a

compassionate manner is an additive that

can uplift and maintain resilience.

Humour can offer a cognitive shift, create

community around common ground,

break tension and relieve stress around

ambiguity.



"A genuinely kind person is kind in any
environment. Some may think that being
kind at work or in certain environments is
a sign of weakness. Eventually people will
value kindness and will understand that it

is actually a sign of strength."



Being present and creating opportunities

for access to leadership is important

during a crisis. Often leadership and its

workings are hidden from sight or the

day-to-day workings of a company; 

in a crisis it is important that leaders are

visible and accessible to everyone.

Being present and mindful all across the

hierarchy ladder extends beyond physical

access and visibility, to the ability to be

fully present in a moment with someone

else, fully and actively engaging in that

relationship at that time.



"Organizations are neither kind or unkind. 
They are simply the manifestation of the people and

the culture which dominates. 
Sometimes the culture is shaped by the leader"



Projecting the hope that we can manage

and overcome the crisis, even though not

everything might be known or

understood about the current situation

and how it could evolve. Leaders must

offer a positive picture of the future.

Resilience portrays leaders as a calm

point that people can turn to in very

emotional and unstable times; from a

corporate view, this can facilitate faster

financial recovery than if there is low

resilience.



"It's far beyond being nice. It is acts of
selflessness, curiosity and being interested in the other

person that you're engaging with. 
This crisis has made me understand better 

the importance of kindness."



In times of crisis, it helps us to be able to

come together. It’s far less daunting and

much easier to overcome something with

the combined effort of multiple people,

rather than the efforts of a single person.

Leaders who are able to bring people

together and make them feel united as a

community can make a crisis more

manageable. They remind us all that we

are not going through the crisis alone.

Rooting in compassion and recognition of

individual experience, while offering a

path to meeting the needs of all, can

enable the ability to unite despite

differences. A leader must be able to hold

the tension of differing perspectives and

experiences in-hand while drawing on

commonality to unite those that might

otherwise be at odds with each other.



In my career I was always kind, polite and
caring. I am a great believer in the

'Herogram', a note of congratulations
to a member of my team or even a great

story written by a journalist I know. I used
Herograms liberally.
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 This book highlights 10 unconventional interpretations of kindness in leadership in times of crisis,

through the eyes of values-driven global leaders. The common thread is kindness as a way of being. 

The foreword argued that leading in kindness is the distinctive task of leaders. 

Crisis, or multiple crises, adds the challenge of maintaining kindness as both a source and product of

strength and compassionate resilience. When people’s emotions are raw, we need a kindness that

listens, and empowers. Candour, compassion and courage during times of crisis are not for the faint-

hearted. Crisis can be a period of trauma. Choosing to lead from a place of kindness is a practice of

action, embedded into the identity of a leader as an instinctive response.

Kindness is as simple as it is complex.  The current crisis has brought attention to a series of female

leaders in public governance. These women, in formal leadership roles, are complemented by millions of

women who simply live their lives in this way. These everyday examples are increasingly important to

implant kindness into the essence of the post-pandemic  ‘normal’. In reading this book, we hope you

found a renewed understanding of kindness. It can be taught and practiced. It is a kind of intelligence.

The complexity and depth of the global challenges we face will not dim. 

Leadership in these times requires embedding 'Kindness Intelligence'  into daily practice, with an iron-

willed intention to manifest kindness through its many interpretations.  We will explore the idea of

embedding Kindness Intelligence into a standard leadership practice, in a future publication. As the

world builds towards recovery from a global pandemic, we may face on the horizon a compounding of

crises to greater depth and complexity than that which we face now. 

Kindness defines us as humans and kindness is a characteristic of greatness. It has to go hand in hand

with integrity as a catalyst for commitment and also adherence to the ideas of 'tough kindness' or even

'tough compassion', supporting others in ways that build resilience from within but also through the

social impact lens.



"Kindness is like honesty.
It is like love. Kindness has to be 

amongst one of
the primary qualities that one has to nurture."

"Kindness is courage, because as
a leader you will sometimes have to do

hard things and make hard decisions even
if you know they will negatively impact on
others, but the empathy will allow you to

handle it better."



"Kindness means going over 
and beyond your scope 

to support and solve challenges
with great empathy and humility."

"You create resilience in an organization
by being kind, sharing values and sharing

ways of working. "



"Kindness really involves trying to listen to
people and understand what they're saying

underneath the words."

"Kindness includes being positive and
encouraging. A great description of

kind leadership is how we
make someone feel,  

how we help others gain confidence."



"Kindness is wanting others to feel better
about themselves, their day, life. It is

treating them with compassion, warmth,
understanding and respect. For me, it is

kindness that defines us as humans."

"It's actions, but most of it is in
communication. How you communicate
with people. That reflects the kindness

that you're trying to share."



"At some level, this is all about our collective
interest as a species. We should build a society

that somehow rewards kindness."

"Kind must be measured with
effectiveness too.

There is no point in being a kind leader
if you can't lead."



"Kindness is about having consideration 
for another person.  Thinking about what they have to say,

listening to what they have to say, and
responding in the best positive way. 

I try to do that in my daily life."



For more than 35 years Gary has been a consultant on international  communications issues,  helping to

shape strategies that reach out to cl ient audiences,  markets and partners across the globe.  

We wish to thank al l  partners,  establ ished leaders,  and the aspir ing young leaders from our mentoring

programmes.  Everyone's  kindness and generosity of  t ime made this  volume possible.  From our team

special  thanks to Katerina Chatzi  and El l ie  Papoutsani  for  their  t ireless dedication.
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"By demonstrating kindness we affirm 
social inclusion and create 

the antidote to negative emotion in times of crisis.
Nurturing the value of

kindness should be a strategic decision
for every leader who wishes to build a

culture - and legacy - of greatness."
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Join our conversation: #KindnessMatters #ToughKindness #BeKind

Email us: info@globalthinkersforum.org 

global thinkers forum


