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The following is an excerpt from The Kindness Connection 1999, a KindActs publication, featuring Kindness in Business.

What does kindness mean to you?
"Kindness is a word that conjures up other words for me like respect, integrity, gentleness. In a business context, kindness is a very tangible way of making mutual respect actionable."

This past October, Canada Trust celebrated its first Kindness to Colleagues Week. What motivated you to introduce this program?
"I've been working on anti-violence programs in the workplace for a while now. By violence, I am referring to the continuum, ranging from disrespect to death. According to some research studies, Canada is rated as number four in the world for violence in the workplace. I believe that if co-workers were kinder, more respectful of each other, many of these acts of violence could be prevented. I am referring to cases of internal violence, where, for instance, an ex-employee, feeling betrayed or alienated from his/her colleagues, commits an act of violence against his/her former colleagues. Acts of violence are not committed against organizations but against people – colleagues and managers who are perceived as not having been supportive. Had these people, already in a vulnerable state, felt more support or compassion from their co-workers or managers, I think these acts of violence would not have happened. In the case of external violence, for example, a bank robbery committed by an outsider, a kindness program in the workplace may not directly prevent such acts of violence but such a program would help employees deal with the emotional impact of such acts. I don't think we fully appreciate how stressful and damaging such events are in an employee's life."

What were some of the steps that you took that led to the Kindness to Colleagues Week?
"The first step was becoming very clear about my values and the outcome I wanted. I looked at where I wanted to see the organization in 2-5 years...My vision is an organization where heart and soul is infused throughout the organization. There is a sense that our corporate soul has been awakened. We truly recognize that our employees are our most valuable asset and we treat them that way. We look at the whole employee. We allow them to be all that they can be personally and professionally. There is a sense of teamwork beyond the superficial. There is greater sincerity, warmth, loyalty, a sense that everyone is supportive of each other. We offer programs which give our employees life-altering skills - for finding passionate work, reducing stress, building greater self-esteem. Employees know and feel that we care about who they are, not just what they are. I believe this is what is going to distinguish businesses in the new millennium.

The next step was to find a professional, socially acceptable venue for introducing kindness. We already had a lot of programs which covered themes like honouring diversity, healthy living, anti-violence and building community. I knew that if a program was to survive, it could not exist in isolation. To be effective, programs must be integrated and woven into the cultural fiber of an organization. As I was looking for a way to link all our initiatives under one actionable roof, I realized that kindness was the umbrella that brought all our programs together: kindness to oneself, to each other and to our community.

We introduced a Conference Board on the intranet. On this board, we posted inspirational quotations, stories of kindness in the workplace, ideas on how to be kind to oneself and interesting information on wellness. Employees were invited to visit this site at their initiative. This site has become a bit of a sanctuary and has now become so popular that we are receiving contributions from our employees. We have received everything from healthy recipes to personal stories that warm the heart.Being a sponsor/partner of Clam Chowder for the Soul, we had received a block of tickets to the event. This provided me with a window for introducing Kindness to Colleagues. Employees were invited to submit stories of kind acts that they witnessed their colleagues performing. In exchange for their story, they would receive a ticket to Clam Chowder for the Soul or a set of books consisting of a Chicken Soup for the Soul book and a Random Acts of Kindness book. The names of both the nominators (employees who reported the kind act) and the nominees were then entered into a draw. The person's whose name was called would then receive two Black Diamond Points. The Black Diamond Awards Ceremony is a very prestigious event which honors accomplishment within the workplace. This program is very popular and extremely well received by our employees."

What were some of the challenges you faced and how did you overcome them?
"My main challenge was introducing the word kindness into the business environment. Kindness is not a word you hear in business too often. You hear about respect, integrity. I wanted the word "kindness" because for me, kindness takes respect and integrity to the next level - into action. It is a paradigm shift. 

I knew that I needed to link kindness to every facet of the organization. I approached our PR Manager, our Senior Regional VP and our Retail Marketing Manager. The response was very positive. In light of the merger, they recognized the importance and the need for our organization to pull together as a team. Kindness is a very tangible and actionable way to bring people together. I also wrote to every branch manager. We received 99% buy-in from our branch managers. Wherever we could, we found ways to link kindness with existing initiatives, like our Black Diamonds Award, Healthy Living Programs and Gallup Opinion Survey and community service initiatives. The support of senior management helped professionalize the program and the buy-in of managers helped execute it."

What advice would you have for someone who wants to introduce kindness in their organization?
"Know your corporate culture and work with it. Know the players and get senior executive buy-in. You need to have a very good, trusting relationship with these key players. If you do not have a direct relationship with senior management, find someone who is in a position of influence who can support you in introducing your ideas. Us a top-down approach to launch your kindness initiative and use a bottom-up approach to execute it. Know how this initiative fits into your organization and how it adds value to your organization. Link it with existing initiatives. Organize a team of people who believe in you and the benefits of the program and are prepared to champion it."

What keeps you motivated?
"The success stories. Whenever I feel discouraged, I remind myself of where I am now, compared to where I was. I remind myself that change occurs, one person at a time."

What's next?"I would like to challenge other businesses to introduce a Kindness to Colleagues week within their organization. I want to see at least 20 businesses per year join us in spreading kindness in a very overt way. There is strength in numbers and by bringing more businesses on board with the concept Kindness to Kolleagues, we can have a positive impact on the business sector by showing that business is a kind place to work, one act at a time and one person at a time."
  
''Kindness in business in simple. Before you speak or take action ask yourself these three questions:

Is it truthful?
Is it necessary? 
and above all else
Is it kind?"

 


