
When Plato wrote 
the Republic in 
~375 BC in the 
form of a Socratic 

dialogue, Prudence, Courage, 
Temperance and Justice formed 
the framework for which became  
known as the cardinal virtues in 
Christian theology during the 3rd 
Century AD.
     Many years later in 1911,
the New York Public Library
was dedicated and adorned
with two marble lions which
gaze upon Fifth Avenue
between 41st & 42nd Street.  
Yet it was not until the 1930’s
that NYC Mayor Fiorello
LaGuardia bestowed names for
these lions after the virtues of
Patience and Fortitude,
representing the qualities that
New Yorkers would need to
survive the Great Depression.
     In her 2018 book,
“Leadership in Turbulent Times”,
Doris Kearns Goodwin shines a
light on empathy as an attribute
shared by Abraham Lincoln,
Teddy Roosevelt and FDR, each
of whom navigated the United
States at moments in history
that not only defined them as
leaders, but also to this day
what it means to be an
American and indeed global
citizen. Although FDR’s fireside
chats were only conducted 30
times during his presidency from
1933 - 1944, the mere

acknowledgment that people
needed facts, information and a
more intimate connection with
the president himself during a
crisis, and even FDR’s
intentional use of common
language and vocabulary so that
nothing would be lost in
translation, is an historic and
timely example of empathy.
     It is apropos that we call upon
these ancient virtues in these
modern times as we bravely face
the multi-faceted 21st Century
challenge of this generation,
COVID-19. Empathy has a
seemingly simple definition, yet
when exercised consistently
between people, communities
and nations, has a powerful and
transformational effect and plays
a special role among the cardinal 

virtues, one that has guided me 
personally and professionally
throughout my life. 
     Metaphorically, empathy is
akin to the mortar which binds
bricks and stone in so many
of our structures, as it holds

the other virtues together and 
thereby provides an inherent
strength to the whole, without
drawing attention to itself.
Conversely, the absence of
empathy in our lives is as
palpable as a wall without
mortar, far less resilient amidst
the challenges that the winds of

life will bring and without a 
binding element that holds us
closer together and stronger as
a result. In the context of that
which we create from industry,
services, technology and real
estate, empathy is a keystone to
a product’s societal relevance,
commercial viability and even
marketing. Amidst the current
landscape, empathy is also a
compass that guides how we are
navigating prolonged physical
isolation, unprecedented
economic atrophy and the
confluence of theories on how
we will gradually return to a new 
normal  of living, working and 
playing, without precipitating 
further and deeper hardships. 
Empathy is now so vital, 
along with the other virtues 
playing backup, because it 
is the understanding of, care 
and respect for others that will 
perpetuate tolerance for
quarantine and social distance.
Therefore we must continue to
exercise extraodinary patience
to preserve our collective health
and safety and rise above self-
interest, impatience and
intolerance for personal
inconvenience.     
     Empathy is also not restricted 
to humans as there is a body 
of science demonstrating that 
this attribute extends to various 
species in the animal kingdom, 
namely highly social animals 
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Empathy - The ability to 
understand and share 
the feelings of another.

Oxytocin, the love hormone, facilitates trust, bonding, wound 
healing and empathy.
Rain - Bronze, By: Mariela Garibay, Peru



such as dogs, elephants, 
primates, dolphins and birds, 
each of which have been known 
to show compassion towards 
others. 
     Dolphins, for example show
care for not only their own
species, but others as well and
have been known to rescue
swimmers from sharks and guide
stranded whales back to the sea.
Studies indicate that oxytocin,
also known as the love hormone,
is the underlying mechanism for
empathy and in one notable
experiment, Macaques refused
to pull a chain that delivered
food to themselves if doing so
also caused a companion to
receive an electric shock. This
inhibition of hurting another was
more pronounced between
familiar than unfamiliar
macaques, a finding similar to
that of empathy in humans.*
     At its heart, real estate is 
the most primal, expansive and 
diverse service industry that 
provides the home, workplace 
and venue for all other forms 
of human gathering.  Starting 
from soil and harnessing the 
elements to conceive, design 
and construct, real estate 
delivers a myriad of basic 

human needs to those that seek 
shelter to live, work, play, think, 
engage, innovate, collaborate, 
manufacture, learn, eat, heal 
and sleep. Whether corporate, 
residential, governmental, 
academic, medical, 
entertainment, arts or hospitality, 
real estate is driven first and 
foremost by a deep
understanding of people that
form the tapestry of our global
and local communities. Real
estate encompasses the ancient
and modern wonders of the
world, symbols of our social
and professional cultures over
time, sources of inspiration,
comfort and progress as a race.
Pulsing through the heart of the
real estate industry and that
which has made all of this
possible from the very beginning
is its lifeblood, empathy.

  

We return briefly to the metaphor
of bricks and mortar, which is
often applied to the real estate
industry, for with empathy holding
the foundation strong, that which
we deliver and the ultimate
measure of our success rests
on whether the architectural
and design environments that
we create enable, empower and
energize the function of those
who occupy, reside and thrive in
the spectrum of experiences we
deliver. The most celebrated real
estate is often that which is
timeless, demonstrates
functional and aesthetic agility
and endures the tempo of
generational and technological
change, yet above all remains
relevant to people and society
itself.
      No matter your role in the
vast spectrum of real estate,
one thing that we share
which is driven and informed
by commercial necessity,
experience and natural curiosity,
is a focus on people - how they
think, feel, engage and relate to
one another, whether juxtaposed
in a soaring office tower, sharing
a bucolic campus, attending a
conference, strolling through

a museum or working across
geographies which span the
world.
     Empathy therefore is our
bedrock and when exercised with
authenticity, selflessness and a
genuine interest toward
understanding the needs and
feelings of others, the depth of
relationships with those we serve
becomes fueled by trust, candid
dialogue and transparency,
which are of course essential
building-blocks of the strategies,
designs and multi-faceted
architectural and service
experiences we conceive.
    This also depends on
our ability to think outside of
ourselves, listen actively and
quiet the internal dialogues that
we carry, so that the voice of
the people we serve and those
with whom we collaborate are
clearly heard without the filters
of opinion that can tend to cloud 
our understanding of what others
are truly trying to convey in
the moment, often while we’re
thinking of what we will say next.

     

While a majority of the
marketing and content
related to our careers and
accomplishments often highlight
where we work and that which
we achieved at moments in
time through the years, the
richest meaning behind our
achievements, lies in the lasting
impact we have on others
beyond the letterhead, and
whether the product of our work
is timeless, thereby reflecting a
deeper human understanding of
those we hope will thrive in our
spaces, all informed by empathy.
      Beyond the thrill of a 
completed building, space, 
design or integrated workplace 
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“Pulsing through the 
heart of the real estate 
industry and that which 

has made all of this 
possible from the very 

beginning, is its 
lifeblood, empathy.” “Building a strong 

team that is embedded 
in an empathetic 

organizational culture 
is a differentiator in any 

industry.” 

Empathy was a pillar of Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s leadership as a four-term US President. 
Photo Credit: Davidson - FDR Memorial, Washington, DC, 2012
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experience, the true measure
of our success in real estate
is whether that which we have
delivered is truly aligned with
the needs and functions of the
people in the companies and
communities we serve. When
empathy is shared as a core
virtue by a team of talented and
diverse professionals in any
setting or industry, the outcomes
are more innovative, durable
and thoughtfully executed, both
consequent to the empathy
focused on those that will occupy
the space or consume the
products and services we deliver,
as well as the empathy amidst
the team itself in listening and
considering all points of view
that are expressed along the
way. Therefore, building a strong
team that is embedded in an
empathetic organizational culture
is a differentiator in any industry
and most certainly a vital aspect
of delivering real estate that
reflects a culture and enables
the continued transformation of
thought, form and function of the
primary assets in any company,
its people.
     Conversely among the
dangers in real estate or any
service industry, is when the
strategist, planner, broker or
designer to name a few, become
so enamored and “wedded” to
that which they are creating
for a client that their thinking
at some point in the process
ironically becomes bifurcated
from the active listening and
engagement that are vital to
remain agile as the
requirements evolve. In these
cases, we may find ourselves
defending the framework for a
deal, plan or design that while
well-aligned at the start of a
process, may indeed require
augmentation to remain relevant
as the client’s thinking evolves
and at the time of execution.
Empathy in these cases is not a
temporal virtue but one that
must be consistent and 
everpresent and from a broader

perspective, no different from any  
relationship whereby
the customary heightened levels
of empathy and attentiveness
at the beginning should be
sustained to preserve the health
of the love and connection that
people share, well beyond the
honeymoon.
     In a 2018 interview Microsoft’s
CEO Satya Nadella stated that
in addition to confidence, a CEO
must have empathy. In Nadella’s
view, empathy is, among other
things, a key source of business
innovation. He said that although
many regard it as a “soft skill,”
not especially relevant to the
“hard work of business,” it is a
wellspring for innovation, since
innovation comes from one’s
ability to grasp customers’
unmet, unarticulated needs.
Interestingly, Nadella attributes
his appreciation of empathy to
his experience having a child with
special needs, as his son Zain
was born with cerebral palsy.
     I suppose that a major reason
I have nurtured a life-long
respect for empathy, is that my

mother is epileptic. Throughout 
childhood, I witnessed grand mal
seizures at close-range which
arose without notice and were
jarring experiences, especially
through the eyes of a little boy
watching his mother, followed by
the swift response by family who
had learned this drill though the
years and the full day afterward it
would take for her to recover
after a long sleep. Likewise, her
dependence on medications to
stabilize and contain the
frequency of these events, taught
me lessons on empathy very
early in my life.
     From another perspective,
my family owned and operated

a beloved Irish tavern in our
community that happened
to have an aspirational
culinary menu in very humble
surroundings. I worked for years
alongside my family well before
most of my friends had jobs in
high school and as such, I was
immersed in hospitality as we
cared for our customers who
were drinking, eating, laughing,
lamenting, celebrating, sharing
stories and creating memories,
all in our small space comprised
of a full bar, tiny kitchen and
fifteen tables. While our space
was compact, basic, often quite
crowded and smoky in those
days, it was filled with heart,
empathy and the authenticity
of my family. All people were
welcome in our tavern and
as such, every race, religion,
class, demographic and sexual
orientation communed side-by-
side, naturally and harmoniously. 
As I reflect on my career in real 
estate, I credit my family and 
these early experiences
engaging and serving all 

people as equals, as another 
reason why empathy was instilled 
so early in my life in such a 
formative way. In fact, when my 
career in real estate began in 
1994, just two months after my 
undergraduate commencement, I 
was still doing night and weekend 
shifts, waitering and bartending for 
extra money to pay-off my college
loans.
     As we now reflect on the
past four months of 2020,
our industry and society has
been rapidly immersed in this all-
encompassing pandemic while so 
many corporate, retail, shopping, 
dining and entertainment spaces
that we thoughtfully designed
and delivered for decades,  have
been primarily vacant. This has
spawned numerous theories on
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“Empathy guides us 
to consider the bigger 
picture, beyond our 
own feelings and 
circumstances.”

“Like any tool, the power 
and effectiveness of 
empathy depends on 

one’s ability to use other 
tools in parallel.”

Empathy has been proven to extend across the animal kingdom.
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how we will return to society, 
the workplace and each other.  
Further, we wonder whether the
lasting effects of this crisis will
change the very nature of how
we develop, occupy and use real
estate and whether vacancy in
its many forms, will dominate
the landscape far beyond the
moment that we find treatments
and a vaccine for COVID-19.
There is so much vital energy and
wonderful thinking being fueled
with uncertainty and emotion
while we persevere this altogether
unfamiliar isolation, that this is a
great time to focus, exercise and
lean-into our capacity for empathy
as we think of what others are
enduring and avoid becoming lost
in the fog of personal despair or
discouragement, all as a matter of
practicality, ethics and survival.
   From a real estate perspective,
the single most important aspect
of this crisis remains the physical
safety and wellness of the people
with whom we collaborate in
our industry and those tenants
and occupants that we serve
across diverse locations and
global portfolios. Through this
lens we witnessed the exodus to
quarantine across Asia Pacific,

EMEA and the Americas, as
spaces were suddenly empty and
retail was uncharacteristically
dormant. As we now
painstakingly and patiently
navigate the re-opening and
return, we find that it is far more
complicated and requires careful
local planning and execution
and that one size does not fit all
locations, people and industries.
Empathy once again is the tool
we summon from the toolbox as
we consider what it means to
invite people back to an office,
workplace or any venue and the
journey they must make in the
process, familial commitments
and mental readiness to re-enter
society and proximity with the
public, the very thing that we have
been encouraged to avoid for the
past few months.
     Like any tool, the power and
effectiveness of empathy depends
on one’s ability to use other
tools in parallel. Judgment and
discernment are vital to ensure
that empathy does not become
a weakness and just as a loving
parent must use discipline to
teach and mold a child, or a
carpenter uses a myriad of tools
to construct, so we must ensure

that our empathy is well-informed
and tempered by our intuition,
context and appropriate to the
broader dynamics that are past,
present and unfolding before us.
 Empathy guides us to consider
the bigger picture, beyond our
own feelings and circumstances,
especially in recent days as we
reflect on our first-responders,
healthcare providers, scientists,
primary school educators,
grocery store workers, utility and
sanitation workers (to name a
few), all of whom are bearing
enormous pain on behalf of
others and are our modern day
heroes. From the even broader
perspective of history and the
global landscape of 2020, we
realize that despite the travails
and losses we are enduring,
we are still fortunate in so many
ways.
     Even when we consider the
spectrum of human belief, faith
and spirituality and upon an
objective reading of the source
texts and philosophies, we find
that empathy, along with the other
virtues mentioned earlier, is
in its own way core to Islam,
Judaism, Christianity, Buddhism,
Hinduism, Sikhism, Shintoism,
as well as Agnostic and Atheist
beliefs which, although not
necessarily from a divine source,
share empathy as an aspirational
ethical principle.
     The historical pitfall that
continues to plague humanity
today, is that judgments are
formed on a given faith, based
not on the core of the belief itself
and its tenets, nor on the heart
and soul of the person, but rather
on extremist points of view and
behaviors which unfortunately
dominate headlines and media
coverage. Yet empathy guides
us to consider others first and
foremost through the lens of
the individual and that which
we share, rather than leaping to
binary hyperboles fueled by a
focus on ideological differences
and over-generalizations, which

are unfair and inaccurate.  
Although I was raised Catholic, I
would not want to be judged
based on the crusades or holy
wars of the 11th - 12th centuries
or on the actions of those that
evangelize extremist prejudiced
views of others or commit
crimes, simply because they are
also followers of Christianity.
Armed with empathy, kindred
spirits are revealed across the
diverse spiritual and ethnic
panorama of humanity. At our
core, we share an inherent
desire to connect, understand
and trust one another which
thereby energizes our oxytocin
levels while suppressing stress
hormones, all of which facilitates
short-term harmony and long-term 
physical and mental health.
     People have a spectrum of
coping mechanisms and one
of my favorites when darkness
descends, is counting my
blessings - literally, which if
done diligently and thoroughly
requires quite a bit of time,
especially if written and you then
gaze at the list before you with
pure gratitude for the content
and reminder. Empathy is an
offspring of gratitude, just as
compassion is an offspring of
empathy. When we embrace
these seminal aspects of
ourselves, we are then able to
honor those around us with far
more agility, acknowledge and
share that which they are
experiencing, lift ourselves from
our own personal pain of the
moment, and find the strength
and resolve to contribute to the
path forward for us, and them.
     The underlying message is
that where there is empathy,
there is hope, where there is
empathy, there is community,
where there is empathy there is
a deeper understanding of those
we encounter on this journey,
those we serve in our vocations
and those we love in our lives.
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Sharing time, space and a story with friends in a rural homestead.
Photo Credit: Davidson - Swaziland, 2016


