WHY LEADERS MUST
CONNECT MORE DURING
TIMES OF CRISIS
Here’s how to show openness and vulnerability authentically.

Why is Connection Important?
Many of us have an impulse to connect with others during moments of crisis. When the
environment is uncertain, it can be hard to make progress if our managers don’t foster
a sense of connection with and among employees. Research shows that we need these
vital connections to innovate1 and set the tone for an organization’s response.2
Leaders can foster a sense of connection with openness and vulnerability.3 Yet a recent
survey of over 12,000 employees found that only 39% of respondents said their manager
often or always displayed openness. Even fewer4 —24%—said their manager was often or
always vulnerable.

39%

of employees said their
manager often or always
displayed openness.

24%

of employees said their
manager was often or
always vulnerable.

These low numbers indicate that managers don’t fully understand how crucial connections
are to positive work outcomes like employees’ creativity, dedication, and willingness to go
“above and beyond” to contribute5 —all essential elements to success during times of crisis.
Our survey shows that the percentage of employees who say they are often creative,
dedicated, and willing to go “above and beyond” significantly increases when they view
their manager as displaying openness more frequently6 and when their manager frequently
displays vulnerability.7
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An abundance of additional research stresses the importance of connection between leaders and
their employees. For example, vulnerability specifically has been identified as a key component of
successful leadership.8 Understanding and managing emotions are thought to be a building block
of effective leadership and change within organizations.9
Clearly, organizations should encourage and cultivate openness and vulnerability in their leaders.
This isn’t to say that being open and vulnerable is an easy practice. On the contrary, it’s often
difficult to discuss and share emotions and emotional experiences in the workplace. This is true
for both positive emotions, such as joy and excitement, and negative emotions, such as fear and
confusion. As humans, we are wired to feel a wide range of emotions that we may or may not
welcome. And although displays of emotion at work are sometimes judged to be an indicator
of weakness,10 our data show that leaders who shift their thinking and practice openness and
vulnerability can become stronger leaders who engender the best qualities in their employees.

Becoming a Connected Leader
Even if managers understand the importance of openness and vulnerability, it can be difficult to
know just how to demonstrate them, especially in a work setting. The following tips can help:
Openness: Share information about yourself and show genuine interest in learning more about
your employees.
• Create opportunities where you and your team members can ask and answer thoughtful
questions to find common interests and form bonds.
—F
 or example, schedule virtual or in-person coffee breaks or lunches, or start meetings with
an icebreaker to help people get to know each other better.
• Demonstrate that you are comfortable talking about emotions at work and dealing with
interpersonal challenges.
— Recognize and acknowledge employees’ emotions.
• Find out who colleagues are outside of work and what challenges they may be dealing with at
work and at home.
— Acknowledge their experiences and ask how you can help.
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• Remember that being open with employees doesn’t mean oversharing or prying into your team
members’ lives.
—P
 rofessional and personal boundaries still apply.
Vulnerability: Share your own emotions (e.g., happiness, sadness, anxiety, disappointment,
surprise), even when doing so may be uncomfortable.
• Develop and display vulnerability by being willing to share what you’re feeling.
— If you are having a difficult time coping with current events, don’t shy away from revealing
your emotions. It’s likely that your colleagues have similar experiences.
• Keep in mind that being vulnerable is about both creating space for employees to share more
about themselves and allowing yourself to be open as well.
— Lean in to emotionally difficult situations.
• Practice empathy by identifying other people’s perspectives and emotions and following up to
make sure you’re understanding their experiences accurately.
—A
 ctive listening and behavioral mirroring can help show empathy.
• Understand that being vulnerable is a strength, not a weakness.
— Although you may find it difficult to be honest with yourself and your team about your
vulnerabilities, doing so is important.

About This Study
This report was authored by Emily Shaffer, PhD, Director, Research, Catalyst, and Stephanie Neal,
Director, Center for Analytics and Behavioral Research (CABER), DDI. The data for this report are
derived from questions devised by Catalyst and collected through DDI’s Global Leadership Forecast
2021 research project. This report examines responses from 12,382 professionals from 1,742
organizations in more than 40 countries around the world and more than 20 major industry sectors.
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LEVEL
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