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Introduction: intersubjective 
emotions in the process of 
enchantment

Our era is marked by emphasis on emotions, looking at phe-
nomena such as rise of populism, the return of tribalism, the 
resurgence of religion and spirituality, re-enchantment of 
science, and the return to craft, and the rise of post-material 
values (Suddaby et al., 2017). This also concerns work-
places and is noted in the rising narratives of meaning at 
work (e.g., Lysova et al., 2019; Martela & Pessi, 2018) and 
workplace spirituality (e.g., Kolodinsky et al., 2008). The 
concept of enchantment—still regrettably seldom utilized—
taps very well into this zeitgeist. Disenchantment, as Weber 
(1946) in particular has analyzed, has been a major trend of 
Western societies throughout the last centuries, leading to 
the increased rationalization of life in general and work life 
in particular (pp. 129–139). Disenchantment and rationality 

cannot exist in the absence of mystery and enchantment 
(Suddaby et al., 2017, p. 286), and actually Weber too ana-
lyzed also on charisma and magic (Lee, 2010). Still, ration-
ality has indeed been a key assumption of most organizational 
research (Strati, 1996), leading to the marginalization of 
emotions, aesthetics, and other more enchanted dimensions 
“disturbing” the rationality of work.

Workplaces and organizations, however, might never 
have been as deeply disenchanted as research has depicted 
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(Boje & Baskin, 2011). Inviting wonder (Carlsen et al., 
2017; Carlsen & Sandelands, 2015), generativity (Carlsen 
& Dutton, 2011), and even humor into organizations 
(Välikangas & Sevón, 2010) has pointed to its salience at 
work. Enchantment reaches beyond phenomena such as 
well-being or engagement at work, by connecting to larger 
frameworks for meaning in the life of individuals or com-
munities and by transcending the boundaries between indi-
viduals and teams/organizations (Bell et al., 2020; Bennett, 
2001, 2010). These dimensions have always been present 
at work. Thus, the current re-enchantment of work arises 
more strongly from a shift of focus in management research 
and managerial practice than from reappearance of 
enchantment at work per se. There has always been a pow-
erful countertendency to fill the vacuum left by departed 
convictions (Carlyle, 1834/1991; Landy & Saler, 2009). 
That is, humans are and have always been directed not 
only to ratio but also to enchantment and mystery (e.g., 
Carlsen & Sandelands, 2015). Emotions, ethics, and much 
of what makes humanity interesting is inherently non-
rational (Suddaby et al., 2017, p. 294). Thus, one could 
say: Humans and humanity are fundamentally enchant-
ment oriented. Growing academic acknowledgment on 
enchantment is much called for. We aim to contribute to 
this need by creating a novel concept related to responding 
to positive emotions: copassion.

The concept of enchantment has been utilized some-
times rather narrowly, to refer to, for instance, the power of 
arts, aesthetics, and spirituality (Graham, 2007). The more 
applicable definitions of enchantment better compact the 
above-noted ethos of today—definitions such as “interior 
world of memory and reflection on the character, essence 
and authenticity of social structures” (Suddaby et al., 2017, 
p. 294). Even more precisely, enchantment refers to the 
feeling of being connected in an affirmative way to exist-
ence. It fundamentally entails concern for the other and 
appreciation for the other (Bennett, 2001, p. 156). 
Enchantment is thus deeply tied to both the sense of inter-
subjectivity and to relationally, socially generated emo-
tions, also at work. This is exactly the viewpoint on 
enchantment of this article: We focus on emotions in inter-
subjective relations of workplaces. That is, responding to 
colleagues’ emotions is the process of enchantment at 
workplaces that are intrigued by, intersubjectivity being 
our theoretical framework. As is illustrated in more detail 
in the next section, the aim of this article is to lay founda-
tions and develop the concept of copassion.

Toward a novel concept

Our evolutionary basic nature makes human existence inter-
subjective (Tomasello, 1999), and the need for human rela-
tionship is one of our most fundamental motivations 
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Deci & Ryan, 2000). Furthermore, 
in order to flourish, we humans need shared positive 

emotions and positive recognition from fellow human beings 
(Ricoeur, 2004), such as colleagues at work. Our contribution 
to the re-enchantment of work in this article is to highlight 
one particularly interesting dimension of intersubjectivity that 
has thus far not received the research attention it deserves: 
emotions.

As humans, we are deeply emotional beings—even in 
seemingly rational dimensions such as decision-making 
(Kahneman, 2011). The crucial role of emotions at work is 
nowadays widely acknowledged (Ashforth & Humphrey, 
1995; Xanthopoulou et al., 2018; Zapf et al., 2021), with 
an increasing amount of research focusing on the interper-
sonal dynamics that determine the emotional atmosphere 
of the organization, through for example, emotional conta-
gion (Barsade, 2002; Bono & Ilies, 2006), high-quality 
connections at work (Dutton & Heaphy, 2003), sense of 
psychological safety (Edmondson & Lei, 2014; Frazier 
et al., 2017), interpersonal capitalization (Hadley, 2014), 
prosocial motivations (Grant, 2008a, 2008b), and the role 
of emotions, such as fear, in organizational performance 
(Vuori & Huy, 2016). A key part of such emotional dynam-
ics is how employees respond to the emotions of each 
other. Much research focus has been devoted to how to 
react in a supportive and compassionate way to the suffer-
ing of colleagues (e.g., Dutton et al., 2006; Lilius et al., 
2011). However, how to respond to others’ joy and positive 
emotions has thus far not received the research attention it 
deserves. For example, Ganegoda and Bordia (2019, p. 
776) note that “no organizational research to date has 
looked at such positive response to coworkers’ positive 
experiences.” This is our particular take on emotions at 
work: the positive ones.

To participate in filling this lacuna of research, we pro-
pose that a new concept is needed: copassion. The related 
concept, compassion, refers to responding to the pain of 
other, and it has been much researched at work. It has been 
proven that compassion is a powerful force promoting bet-
ter workplaces—for example through healthier working 
culture (Maitlis & Ozcelik, 2004) and internal relations 
(Kettunen, 2018), work–life balance (e.g., de Bloom et al., 
2015), and engagement and well-being (Hakanen & Van 
Dierendonck, 2011)—and it can be cultivated in organiza-
tions (Paakkanen et al., 2020).

To follow the suit of compassion, copassion refers to 
the process of responding to the positive emotions of the 
other. As we will argue, copassion is an intersubjective 
process involving the noticing of other’s joy, leading to the 
motivation to share this emotion, and even increase it, 
through actions that demonstrate to the other that one feels 
with them and shares their joy. We argue that copassion is 
important part of re-enchantment of work, as a crucial 
dimension of enchantment is humans intersubjectively 
relating to each other, in both negative and positive emo-
tions. Indeed, it is crushing to go through a loss and carry 
great sadness without, also at our workplace, anyone 
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noticing or reacting; we all need compassion. Empathizing 
in other person’s pain and misery is a fundamental part of 
human intersubjectivity (Varga & Gallagher, 2011; Zlatev 
et al., 2008). However, it is equally crushing to succeed at 
work and be happy about it—without anyone taking notice. 
And as we illustrate below, concepts enable us to better 
notice, acknowledge, and to intersubjective communicate 
matters in the everyday life.

Accordingly, we argue that examining copassion is 
important for research on intersubjectivity and shared 
emotions in organization. Along the core expression of 
enchantment by Bennett (2001), we are intrigued by being 
connected and by attachment, concern for the other, and 
appreciation for the other. Accordingly, we argue that 
relating to our colleagues’ positive and negative emotions 
not only enables and maintains but also fosters enchant-
ment at work.

Workplace is one core context that has for too long and 
too strongly been considered an arena of—if not exclu-
sively, mainly—ratio, not emotions. Organizations have 
responded to the requirements of highly competitive global 
business contexts with intensified rationalization of organi-
zational practices (Meyer et al., 2006, pp. 258–265). This 
strategy has, nevertheless, lead to dehumanization of work-
ing life (Meyer et al., 2006, p. 262), whose consequences 
are now visible in the indicators of quality of working life. 
For instance, the felt pressure to be constantly available 
challenges work–life balance and recovery (Barber et al., 
2019). Symptomatically, one fourth of Europeans feel that 
work affects their health negatively (Eurofound, 2017). 
Thus, rationalization does not result in its explicit targets, 
more productive and efficient work—quite the opposite. As 
Guest (2017) has argued, this paradox points out the need to 
re-think how organizations are led. We argue that emphasiz-
ing the importance of emotions at work is an essential part 
of the re-thinking that Guest calls for.

As a counterforce to the over-rationalization of organi-
zational thinking, several scholars have ventured in the 
realm of enchantment at work—using perspectives like 

generative dynamics in organizations (e.g., Cameron et al., 
2003). This acknowledgment invites scholars to approach 
workplaces as places of wonder where both employees and 
managers are able to affect their work and find meaning in 
it (Boje & Baskin, 2011; Endrissat et al., 2015). Copassion, 
as affirmative responding to colleagues’ positive emotions, 
finds its place particularly in Bennett’s (2001) framework 
of the result of enchantment where the focus is on the 
strengthening of affective attachment to the world through 
“appreciation for the other,” in contrast to compassion 
coming closer to Bennett’s (2001) “concern for the other.”

Hence, we aspire to explore the possibility of a concept 
to grasp the phenomenon of empathizing and responding 
to positive experiences of joy and excitement of another 
person. In a preliminary manner, we indeed call this phe-
nomenon copassion, to follow the suit of the concept of 
compassion. Copassion—similarly as compassion—is a 
process of enchantment at work. Furthermore, the concept 
of copassion is a pivotal factor in this process, as illus-
trated by Figure 1.

Thus, the aim of our article is to lay foundations and 
develop the concept of copassion, utilizing the concept of 
compassion as our starting point. What does the concept of 
copassion refer to? What are its roots? How does copas-
sion relate to the concept of compassion and to other 
neighboring concepts, and what might copassion look like 
in practice?

Next, we will start by exploring the relation of compas-
sion and copassion and move on to tackle the cruciality of 
concepts. Then, we will proceed to laying the ground of 
our novel concept by framing with the philosophical 
framework of intersubjectivity, and in particular mutual 
recognition. This philosophical section does not aim at 
over-arching conceptual analysis per se, but at exploration 
of the enrichment to our perceptions that copassion brings 
for holistic interpersonal encounters, also at workplaces. 
We will then link copassion to the physiological and evo-
lutionary basis of humans, as well as explore its concep-
tual neighbors. Finally, we will return and further discuss 

Factor

The concept of
compassion

Noticing; feeling; acting,
sense-making in relation
to the suffering of the
other

fostered &
maintained 

“Affective attachment to the world”
strengthened:

Noticing; feeling;
acting, sense-making in
relation to the positive
emotions of the other

(Note; all quotations in this figure from Bennett 2001) 

The concept of
copassion

(enchantment
= the feeling of being

connected in an affirmative
way to existence) 

• “concern for the other”
        = strengthening of compassion
• “appreciation for the other”
        = strengthening co-passion 

Process

Enchantment

Result Benefits

The various
benefits of com-
passion & co-

passion at work
places

e.g., well-being,
innovation,

entrepreneurship,
transformation,
empowerment,

meaningfulness,
innovativity,
resilience 

Figure 1. The constellation of our study: factors and processes of compassion and copassion fostering enhancement at work.
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our framework of intersubjectivity, especially at work: The 
inseparability of compassion and copassion in human 
experience and the meaning of copassion as intersubjectiv-
ity in our everyday lives and well-being of our society.

Defining copassion

As noted above, to arrive at a definition of copassion at 
work, we need to start by looking at how compassion has 
been defined. Dutton et al. (2014, p. 277) define compas-
sion as “an interpersonal process involving the noticing, 
feeling, sensemaking, and acting that alleviates the suffer-
ing of another person.” There are indeed three steps in the 
process of compassion—noticing-feeling-acting—that are 
in constant interaction with each other, as well as a sub-
process of sensemaking, which stands for the interpreta-
tion of the situation and its unfolding in all three steps. We 
cannot notice, nor feel, nor act with others without the pro-
cess of intersubjective sensemaking.

Compassion thus starts with noticing: We need to 
become aware of the other’s suffering in order to be able to 
react to it. Do we notice the pain and suffering of another? 
Do we notice, for instance, if a colleague is particularly 
quiet one day? Similarly, we can ask: do we notice if some-
one is in joy and in excitement? Sometimes the cues of 
someone experiencing suffering or joy are clear and at 
times they are ambiguous. Sometimes noticing them, for 
example, at work, is affected by our stress and hurry or the 
emotional rules in effect at the workplace. Understanding 
these, we may aim to deliberately pay more conscious 
attention to the different kinds of cues in our environment.

Noticing, however, is not enough for compassion—nor 
for copassion. We need to be moved by the other’s suffer-
ing and feel empathic concern (Batson et al., 1991, 1997a, 
1997b) for the other. Indeed, compassion is not simply the 
“sharing of another person’s emotional state,” but the 
“core relational theme” of compassion is “being moved by 
another’s suffering and wanting to help” (Lazarus, 1991, p. 
289). Similarly, Singer and Klimecki (2014, p. 875) 
emphasize that compassion is about “feelings of warmth, 
concern and care for the other, as well as a strong motiva-
tion to improve the other’s wellbeing.” Crucially, then, 
compassion involves a motivational component, a willing-
ness to alleviate the suffering of the other. Similarly, copas-
sion needs to include emotional empathizing with the other 
and the motivational component of wanting to participate 
in someone’s joy in action, of wanting to show that “I am 
happy with you and for you.”

Finally, the process of compassion involves action. In 
other words, concrete behaviors that “are intended to reduce 
or remedy the sufferer’s pain” (Dutton et al., 2014, p. 284). 
This can involve a variety of different responses, ranging 
from being present and listening your colleague, to planned 
and elaborate actions that aim to provide targeted solutions 
to the kind of suffering that the sufferer is experiencing. For 

our intersubjective interaction, feeling with or empathizing 
with one another is not sufficient, but we also need to act 
for and with the other, in sorrow and in joy.

Compassion is in all of its three steps also about inter-
pretation (Dutton et al., 2014). Thus, it always includes the 
sub-process of sensemaking. By taking a mindful distance 
to the interpretations we make, we can evaluate and shape 
our ways of interpreting, and thereby influence also the 
prerequisites of compassion, and copassion too. In prac-
tice, when something unexpected happens, we attempt to 
allocate meaning to it. We automatically arrange the events 
into a kind of a storyline, with a beginning, middle, and an 
end. We easily aim to give disconnected events a unifying 
meaning to help us decide how to act. For example, by 
verbalizing our interpretation, we may be better able to 
choose interpretations that more likely lead to actions.

All in all, copassion—to follow the suit of the definition 
of compassion (see, above, Dutton et al., 2014, p. 277)—can 
be defined in detail as an interpersonal process—or to ver-
balize it with our theoretical framework of intersubjectiv-
ity—an intersubjective process involving (1) the noticing of 
the other’s positive emotion; (2) feeling with the other, shar-
ing their positive emotion, and being motivated to increase 
their positive emotion; (3) sensemaking of the positive emo-
tion of the other; and (4) showing in action to the other per-
son that one feels with and for her or him, with the aim and 
wish to strengthen her or his positive emotion. To make this 
a bit more compact, copassion is an intersubjective process 
involving the noticing, feeling, sensemaking, and acting to 
share and to strengthen others’ positive emotions.

In short, copassion is the process of responding to the 
positive emotions of a fellow human being. In this defini-
tion, the verb “responding” stems from the use of that verb 
in connection to compassion as a response to others’ suffer-
ing (see, for example, Post et al., 2002). Joy as an example 
of positive emotional experiences, on the contrary, repre-
sents the “opposite” to compassionate response to pain and 
suffering. By a fellow human being, we refer to the inter-
subjective nature of copassion and to the acknowledgment 
of shared humanity in all our affective experiences.

Defining compassion leads us to ask: Is copassion pos-
sible for all humans? Are we all capable of it? The capabil-
ity of and orientation toward enchantment and also toward 
compassion are considered a part of human condition (on 
enchantment, for example, Carlsen & Sandelands, 2015; 
on compassion, for example, Marsh, 2016; Wilson, 2016). 
Already little children are not only egoistic but also able 
and inclined to both help others. And they are drawn to and 
fascinated by not only ratio but also enchantment. Our ini-
tial thinking is that copassion is a similar orientation in 
humans. That is, already little children may rejoice in oth-
er’s joys. To utilize our definition of copassion we may 
state: Children are capable of noticing and feeling with the 
positive emotions of, for example, their parent or a friend, 
and to act to strengthen others’ positive emotions, by, for 
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instance, smiling with the other person. Such orientation—
we believe—does not vanish by aging. Motivation for 
copassion, as for all behavior, is of course multifaceted and 
varies from one situation to another. We are never pure 
altruists or egoists.

However, copassion may also be linked to moral devel-
opment; it could well be that it is more connected to higher 
level moral development and to certain type of moral 
socialization (e.g., Kohlberg, 1958, 1984; Turiel, 2002). 
This issue, however, has not yet been explored, and it lies 
also out of the scope of this article due to space limitation.

Cruciality of concepts

What is needed for the process of relating to fellow 
human’s pain to take place toward fostering enchantment 
is not only compassion but also the concept of compas-
sion. Too often in empirical research, we forget the power 
of words and concepts. They are pivotal factors for any 
process to take place. Concepts play a crucial role not only 
in verbalizing about—and in—the world but also in expe-
riencing the world, such as a workplace. Concepts shape 
our view and understanding of the world. We are more 
likely to notice the things we can describe in words (Elder-
Vass, 2012). Words affect our experiences too: More 
nuanced vocabulary to describe our experiences may help 
make our existence feel richer (Lomas, 2016). Humans 
have naturally been compassionate long before any 
research saw the light of day. But without an established 
concept, phenomena are more difficult to discuss and 
research, and are easily left unnoticed. Also, their positive 
consequences are left unrealized and unfacilitated, if we 
are unable to identify and talk about them. Words matter.

Concepts are core factors also in the processes of 
enchantment. Language is a powerful form of enchant-
ment that remains largely unexplored in institutional pro-
cesses in organizational and management studies. All 
transformations and change processes too take place with 
and through language in workplaces (Suddaby et al., 2017, 
pp. 293–294). Language is central to the formation of our 
personal identity and through language we humans organ-
ize our existence (Ricoeur, 2004; Venema, 2000). 
Moreover, the everyday language of organizations needs 
to be considered in order to battle against the dehumaniz-
ing tendencies of current organizations. An example of the 
power of words regarding the preconditions of enchanted 
work is the notion of Human Resources Management: 
referring to humans as resources of work is not merely a 
neutral choice of words. It embodies in the instrumental-
izing management practices (Islam, 2012). We will elabo-
rate further the notion of the importance of language in the 
section on the philosophical framework.

For responding to colleagues’ pain, as a process of 
enchantment, we already have a concept, compassion, as 
noted above. The phenomenon has been analyzed under 

other conceptualizations too, such as altruism, helping, 
empathy, empathic concern, and pro-sociality. Researchers 
have investigated in several studies how compassionate 
reaction takes place and is facilitated in social settings, 
such as work (Dutton et al., 2014). Dutton et al. (2014), for 
instance, define compassion as an interpersonal process 
involving the noticing, feeling, sensemaking, and acting 
that alleviates the suffering of another person. But con-
cerning responding—or failing to respond to—other’s joy 
and excitement at work, what word would we use? We do 
not have a concept in English language, either in academic 
or non-academic discourse, for relating to fellow human 
being’s positive emotions. It has actually been more con-
ceptualized and promoted rather by religious communi-
ties, as we will later illustrate.

Within the last two decades, compassion has risen to be 
the focus of special interest, for example within psychology 
and organizational research, because it has been associated 
with many positive impacts such as increased social con-
nectedness and positive affect (Fredrickson et al., 2008), 
and improved cooperation (Dutton et al., 2007) and trust 
(Clark, 1987). The roots of conceptualizing compassion 
are, however, both deep and wide in the history of both 
Eastern and Western religious meaning systems, as well as 
that of philosophy (e.g., Aronson, 1980; Davies, 2003; 
Scheler, 1923/2008; Smith, 1984). Interestingly, we can 
also trace some roots of copassion too. Within Buddhism, 
compassion (karuna) is, in fact, only one of four important 
virtues or attitudes, thought to be strengthened through 
meditation practice. Another important virtue is sympa-
thetic joy (mudita), which is defined as joy in the happiness 
of another, instead of envy or dislike (Aronson, 1980; 
Makransky, 2012). Out of the four Buddhist virtues, sym-
pathetic joy comes closest to copassion. The African ubuntu 
(literally translated as humanity) is a religiously rooted 
concept related to compassion, but not explicitly connected 
with suffering. For example, in addition to compassion, it 
refers to reciprocity, dignity, harmony, and humanity, which 
aim for building and maintaining the community by means 
of fairness and reciprocal caring (Du Plooy, 2014; Ndlovu, 
2016; B. Nussbaum, 2003).

The Hebrew language has a concept that resembles 
copassion, the noun firgun, originally derived from 
Yiddish. This is, apart from a single word, also an Israeli 
cultural concept for which it is difficult to find a match in 
other languages: complete selflessness characterizes the 
way of relating to the success of others that is depicted by 
the concept of firgun (Katriel, 1993). Moreover, also in 
philosophy, phenomenologist Max Scheler (1923/2008) 
has written about Mitfreud, which translates quite literally 
to what we mean by copassion. Furthermore, the Latin ori-
gin of compassion (lat com + pati; compare English “pas-
sion”) actually does not refer only to responding the other 
person’s misery but strong emotions in general, thus pos-
sible positive ones too. However, compassion has a clear 
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reference in English to only suffering and pain. All in all, 
there are indeed disperse deposits of copassion, but for 
some reason none of the concepts has gained a position in 
everyday nor academic discourse.

Recently, researchers of empathy have coined the term 
positive empathy to describe the understanding of and 
sharing of positive feelings of others (Morelli et al., 2015). 
Positive empathy is a critical part of copassion, as we will 
explain later on in the paper. It is not, however, sufficient 
to cover the entire interpersonal process of copassion. 
Rather, much like empathic concern in the process of com-
passion, positive empathy stands for one step in the pro-
cess of copassion, albeit a crucial one.

Theoretical framework: copassion 
as an expression of human 
intersubjectivity

Even if concept has lacked, copassion is rather easy to rec-
ognize intuitively as a core issue of everyday human expe-
rience, exactly like compassion too. For example, is your 
spouse happy for you and with you when you are happy? 
Do your colleagues rejoice in your successes? How would 
it feel if you at work share about your excitement regard-
ing an interesting project—and nobody responds? In 
healthy social relationships, copassion seems to be an inte-
gral part of the nature and definition of such a relationship. 
The lack of it, in turn, easily penetrates our self-relation: 
my joys and passions are irrelevant to my community—am 
I irrelevant too? One’s experience of self-esteem is chal-
lenged. This everyday observation on the great importance 
of copassion points back to a more fundamental origin of 
phenomena like compassion and copassion: human inter-
subjectivity. The origins of healthy self-relation lie in 
intersubjective, reciprocal interactions, which may embody 
as such emotion-laden interaction sequences like compas-
sion and copassion (Honneth, 1995; Ricoeur, 2004). Thus, 
to lay the philosophical foundations to our elaboration of 
copassion, we sketch our framework through the concepts 
of intersubjectivity, and in particular, mutual recognition.

An intersubjective view of humanity emphasizes that 
human identity and action are intertwined with other peo-
ple in a fundamental way. At its most reduced definition, 
intersubjectivity can be taken to refer to the phenomenon 
of sharing experiential content among a plurality of sub-
jects, but there are various definitions, understandings, and 
approaches to intersubjectivity in various disciplines 
(Zlatev et al., 2008). In this article, we follow the lead of 
several philosophical accounts of intersubjectivity which 
go beyond the notion of sharing experiential content: inter-
subjectivity holds a fundamental importance to our under-
standing of objective reality, to the construction of personal 
identity, and to our perception other people qua persons 
and the following moral obligations (Bradfield, 2013; 
Crossley, 1996; Honneth, 1995; Ricoeur, 2004).

An intersubjective view of humanity may seem self-
evident. However, the assumption behind, for instance, the 
mainstream of economic thinking has long been—and in 
part still are—influenced by the idea that human rational-
ity and maximization of personal utility characterize 
humanity and human action in a more fundamental way 
than the inclination toward others (Persky, 1995). This 
“homo economicus” anthropology of neoclassical eco-
nomics has nevertheless been challenged. Scholars have 
pinpointed that homo economicus does not stand a critical 
ontological analysis and ignores the processual and open 
nature of social reality (Davis, 2012; Lawson, 2015).

Besides its theoretical shortcomings, homo economicus 
conception has also ethically questionable consequences. 
Several empirical studies have suggested that during busi-
ness education, which is infused with neoclassical theory, 
business students—future managers in the making—learn 
to perceive the characteristics of homo economicus as the 
ideal characteristics of a person. They start to adapt their 
own behavior according to that ideal (Lynnette & Davis, 
2004; Racko, 2019; Wang et al., 2011). Thus, homo eco-
nomicus conception, for one, contributes to the dehumani-
zation of working life (Ritzer, 2005) by legitimizing and 
even idealizing self-interested behavior. For homo eco-
nomicus, other people are fundamentally instruments of his 
or her own success, not ends in themselves. As mentioned 
earlier, the current practice of human resource management 
(HRM) exhibits this same instrumentalizing tendency 
(Greenwood, 2002; Guest, 2017; Islam, 2012).

It is a matter of dispute whether self-interest is ethically 
questionable. For instance, business ethics and corporate 
social responsibility literature hosts a broad discussion on 
whether enlightened self-interest is a strong enough justifi-
cation for corporate responsibility (e.g., Cragg, 2012). 
From consequentialist moral-philosophical perspective, 
self-interest might indeed not be morally faulty; for conse-
quentialist, moral evaluation consequences are more 
important than intentions or agent’s moral character. We, 
nevertheless, do not attach ourself here to consequentialist 
but to Kantian basic moral-philosophical premises. From 
Kantian perspective, the source of our moral obligations to 
others is the personhood of each human being. The person-
hood is the quality inherent in every human being that 
grounds the moral obligation to treat everyone as ends-in-
themselves, not as a means to one’s own ends (Korsgaard, 
1996). Thus, when we later use expressions personhood or 
treating people qua persons, we refer to personhood/per-
son as a moral, not a psychological concept. In Kantian 
sense, self-interest is morally questionable precisely 
because it ignores the personhood of others.

The philosophical-theoretical and ethical challenges of 
homo economicus pinpoint the importance of grounding 
our notion of copassion as a process of enchantment at 
work in the intersubjective view of humanity. Our starting 
point is Paul Ricoeur’s (2004) take on intersubjectivity, as 
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it is presented in his last monograph “The course of recog-
nition” (Parcours de la reconnaissance), building on his 
earlier works. For Ricoeur, the fundamental orientation 
toward other is implicated in human agency. For instance, 
for Ricoeur, the capacity to speak is a fundamental key of 
being human, and speech is always directed at another per-
son. Speech, for one, manifests our orientation toward 
alterity (Ricoeur, 2004, pp. 143–146; 363).

However, this orientation does not mean that we would be 
able to fully understand the other. The other person is a mys-
tery, a source of enchantment. For Ricoeur, the otherness of 
other is extreme and irreducible: I cannot ever grasp the lived 
experience (fr. le vecu) of the other and see the world from 
his or her perspective. Nevertheless, in fleeing moments, this 
gap between me and the other can be transcended in inter-
subjective experiences of mutuality (Ricoeur, 2004, pp. 227–
238). A business leader and a stay-at-home mom may, for 
instance, attain a reciprocal experience of esteem and appre-
ciation even if their accomplishments are from completely 
different arenas of social life. Intersubjectivity, for Ricoeur 
(2004), is about being able to “compare the incomparable” 
(p. 238). The tension of me and other exist, but it can be 
momentarily overcome.

We have already in the previous section referred to the 
importance of language and concepts in integrating ele-
ments of enchantment to contemporary organizations. The 
centrality of language to our personal identity and social 
life is a theme that transcends Ricoeur’s philosophical 
career (Venema, 2000). Ricoeur’s interest was mainly in 
forms of language longer than separate words: in meta-
phors and metaphoric language (e.g., Ricoeur, 1975) and 
later on in narratives (e.g., Ricoeur, 1983). If we apply 
Ricoeurian thinking to the analysis of the concept of copas-
sion as an antecedent of re-enchantment, it is not the word 
per se which is the antecedent. The antecedent is a narra-
tive, or rather, narratives that the concept of copassion 
allows us to tell about ourselves and others in our work 
organizations. Copassion as a concept opens up a possibil-
ity to coin events in a way that is not possible without it: it 
provides a model for the emplotment, a term used by Paul 
Ricoeur to describe the act of organizing a series of events 
into a narrative with a plot (Ricoeur, 1983). Copassion is a 
story of noticing the other’s joy and excitement, respond-
ing to that with empathetic feeling and acting upon it. The 
existence of such concept in our vocabulary and the under-
standing of it as a dynamic series of events facilitates 
grasping, narrating, and documenting in textual forms 
events in our work organizations which would otherwise 
escape our attention.

Ricoeur’s take on intersubjectivity and mutuality opens 
an interesting path for the exploration of the ethical dimen-
sions of copassion. Copassion acts as a counterforce to the 
ethically unsustainable instrumentalizing and dehumaniz-
ing tendencies of contemporary organizations. Copassion 
highlights the significance of a colleague’s experience of 

joy or enthusiasm in its own right, not the instrumental 
value of his or her joy in relation to, for example, the com-
petitiveness of the organization. It, then, materializes the 
Kantian moral obligation of orienting toward others as per-
sons who merit to be treated as ends-in-themselves. 
Ricoeur connects the notion of intersubjectivity with the 
notion of mutual recognition—intersubjectivity being the 
condition of it (Ricoeur, 2004, p. 363). By mutual recogni-
tion, Ricoeur—similarly as Axel Honneth (1995)—refers 
to reciprocal intercourses in which one orients toward 
another qua person, through positive attributes and by 
acknowledging his or her personhood. Mutual recognition 
is, through its definition, positive and normative: the more 
mutual recognition the world exhibits, the better.

Mutual recognition consists of three levels, derived 
from Hegel’s thinking on Anerkennung: (1) Recognition 
as an affective relation to a close person (recognition as 
love), which, for instance, is typical to the caring relation 
of an infant and a primary caretaker. (2) Recognition of 
each person as the possessor of universal rights (juridical 
recognition). A historical example of the lack of such rec-
ognition would be, for instance, the African Americans 
and their lack of full civil rights. (3) Recognition as respect 
for the individual value of each person in a community 
(recognition as social esteem). An everyday example of 
such recognition could be, for example, receiving public 
praise at workplace (Honneth, 1995; Ricoeur, 2004).

The wish to be granted recognition in mutual relation-
ships is a fundamental human need, and from this notion 
arises the normative core of contemporary theories of rec-
ognitions: as many subjects as possible should be able to 
receive recognition, and society’s institutions should be 
organized to support this development (Varga & Gallagher, 
2011; Zurn, 2010). The denial of recognition, in turn, is an 
impetus of struggles for recognition, which orient the 
developments of institutions and societies (Honneth, 1995). 
A contemporary example of such struggle in organizational 
context is the struggle of workers of platform-mediated 
work for the recognition of their rights to decent labor con-
ditions (Mattila, 2019). Such struggle would exhibit the 
second level of recognition, recognition as justice.

However, the focal notion of recognition theory in its 
Honnethian and Ricoeurian form is that lack of recognition 
as the lack of rights is only one embodiment of the experi-
ences of injustice. Different social pathologies, such as 
denial of social esteem at work place, are also to be consid-
ered as forms of injustice, that political-ethical theories need 
to address (for an examination of the relation of Honneth’s 
theory of recognition and Habermas’ intersubjectivist para-
digm in critical theory cf. Renault, 2010). As an example, 
concerning different forms of injustice in work organiza-
tion, we can take the case of Finnish working life. In Finland, 
as in general in the Nordic countries, recognition in the 
juridical sense is highly prevalent in the working life 
(Eurofound, 2017). Another source of injustice must, 
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however, exist, and the consequences of the dehumanization 
of working life being visible: work-related mental health 
issues have increased drastically and over 50% of employ-
ees have had experiences of cynicism and chronic exhaus-
tion at work (Keyriläinen, 2020). We propose that it is, at 
least to some extent, the lack of recognition of employees 
qua persons which is a focal source of such challenges.

Our suggestion is that copassion can be discussed and 
embedded in the framework of mutual recognition in order 
to ground the ethical importance of the concept copassion in 
the current disenchanted world of work. Copassion, then, 
should be regarded as one of the recognitive attitudes. In the 
analysis of Ikäheimo and Laitinen (2007), the aforemen-
tioned three levels of recognition are recognitive attitudes 
which are different ways of taking someone as a person, that 
is, as an individual who can make moral claims on me 
(Ikäheimo & Laitinen, 2007, p. 38). Each form of mutual, 
intersubjective recognition promotes an aspect of positive 
self-relation (Honneth, 1995, p. 129). Attaining recognition 
as love leads to basic self-confidence, that is, seeing oneself 
as a person whose needs are legitimate and who is worthy of 
being cared for (Ricoeur, 2004, pp. 276–286).

It might seem intuitive that out of the three levels of rec-
ognition or three recognitive attitudes copassion would have 
the closest affinity with recognition as love. We, neverthe-
less, suggest that copassion is closer to recognition as social 
esteem (mutual experience), which reflects to one’s self-
esteem (aspect of self-relation), the experience of being a 
valuable member of a community (Ricoeur, 2004, pp. 294–
314). Joy and excitement, the triggers of copassion, are not 
expressions of needs, quite the contrary. They are emotion-
ally charged expressions of experiences of having, encoun-
tering, or achieving something which is valuable to me 
personally, something that I esteem. We theorize that if we 
are to perceive copassion as a recognitive attitude, it has in 
communities a close affinity with recognition as social 
esteem and, thus, it purports to sense of self-esteem.

In sum, theorizing copassion in the philosophical 
framework of Ricoeur’s idea of intersubjective recognition 
allows us to grasp three focal points. First, it illustrates the 
intersubjective origin of compassion and copassion and, 
hence, their fundamental importance in counterbalancing 
the tendency of treating people as mere resources of the 
pursuit of profit. Second, it allows us to explicate the 
importance of the existence of a concept copassion to the 
aim of re-enchanting working life: the concept opens up 
the possibility to narrate the stories of, not just productiv-
ity and efficiency, but also of responding to the joys and 
passions of my colleagues qua persons, not qua resources 
of work or instruments of my success.

Third, it facilitates grasping the ethical importance of 
copassion. Copassion is directed at joy and excitement as 
parts of personhood, and in that sense, it differs from com-
passion which is directed at needs as parts of personhood. 
The lack of copassion undermines person’s self-esteem. 

For a work organization, the lack of copassion is an ethical 
shortcoming: it is a failure to recognize the intrinsic value 
of the emotions of employees. Recognition theory has also 
in its more classical forms (Rössler, 2007) been applied to 
and developed through the analysis of labor, and writers 
such as Islam (2012) and Pless and Maak (2004) have 
ignited the discussion in the applied business research con-
text. Our analysis of copassion in the framework of philo-
sophical recognition is tentative, but it opens up interesting 
paths toward more sustainable work. Which kinds of 
struggles for recognition the lack of copassion leads? 
Which dysfunctionalities of current organization could be 
traced back to the lack of copassion? To what extent copas-
sion is a purely intersubjective occurrence and to what 
extent it could or should be institutionally mediated? These 
questions remain to be analyzed in future research.

Finally, where, then, is the enchantment of copassion as 
a recognitive attitude? The answer points back to Ricoeur’s 
notion of the otherness of the other. We live our life among 
people whose importance to ourselves is fundamental, but 
who, nevertheless always remain mysteries to us. In con-
trast to Honneth, who concerned about the struggles for 
recognition, Ricoeur is interested to know, how do we 
identify the true moments of successful mutual recognition 
(Ricoeur, 2004, p. 276, 318). He discusses these moments 
as gifts—echoing Bennett’s (2001) definition of enchant-
ment as being “under the momentary impression that the 
natural and cultural world offers gifts” (p. 156). Ricoeur 
goes on to summarize mutual recognition: “I am here 
speaking about ‘a clearing’ in the forest of perplexities” 
(Ricoeur, 2004, p. 355). We see the launching of the con-
cept of copassion to organizational research as an opportu-
nity to create these gift-like clearings in the perplexing 
context of contemporary organizations.

Intersubjectivity grounded in the 
physiological and evolutionary basis of 
humans

There is a deep physiological and evolutionary basis for all 
this. In line with modern evolutionary research about 
human prosocial dispositions (Brown & Brown, 2006), 
both psychological research (Batson et al., 1997a, 1997b, 
2009) and organizational research (Grant, 2008a, 2008b) 
have demonstrated how prosocial motivations are deeply 
rooted in human nature. The foundation of intersubjective 
human existence lies in our biological nature. We are social 
animals and it is well established that humans have a funda-
mental motivation or a need to be in close relationships 
defined by mutual affection and care (Baumeister & Leary, 
1995; Deci & Ryan, 2000). Our emotional capacity of 
affective proximity to identify with a caretaker is the pre-
requisite of all empathy and compassion (Tomasello, 1999).

Moreover, we not only need to feel cared, we also have 
an inbuilt tendency to care about each other, especially 
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those close to us. This tendency to care about others has 
evolved from the mammalian tendency to care for one’s 
offspring. In mammalian species, the survival of the off-
spring is dependent on their parents (or at least one parent) 
providing them with continuous care and remaining atten-
tive to cues that their offspring’s well-being is threatened 
(Marsh, 2016). Furthermore, in species like humans that 
have traditionally lived in small, highly interdependent 
groups, this capacity for caring has extended to include the 
offspring of others, one’s close relatives and other mem-
bers of one’s group. Kin selection (Hamilton, 1964)—by 
helping those genetically related to us we help our types of 
genes to spread—and reciprocal altruism (Trivers, 1971)—
helping those who later help us—benefit both parties. 
They are the key evolutionary mechanisms that explain 
how such tendencies for prosocial behavior have increased 
the evolutionary fitness of humans, and the mechanisms 
themselves have thus been promoted by evolution. To con-
clude, research from various fields illustrates that empa-
thy, compassion, and an innate motivation to care about 
the wellness of others are parts of our psychological-bio-
logical makeup and make us most productive and resilient 
(e.g., de Waal, 2009; Wilson, 2016).

It has been proposed that emotional closeness serves as 
a proxy for both genetic relatedness (Korchmaros & 
Kenny, 2001, 2006) and for the one who is likely to recip-
rocate (Brown & Brown, 2006). In other words, the 
stronger the social bond we feel we have with a fellow 
human being, the more likely it is on average that the other 
is genetically related and/or likely to reciprocate our 
favors. Accordingly, while indiscriminant helping of eve-
ryone wouldn’t be a stable strategy in evolutionary sense 
(Brown & Brown, 2006), the tendency to care about and 
do good things to those we feel are close to us and with 
whom we have a strong social bond is most likely a strat-
egy with ultimate evolutionary benefits. Indeed, research 
has shown that various forms of emotional or social close-
ness toward the other tend to increase our willingness to 
help that person (Korchmaros & Kenny, 2001; Levine 
et al., 2005). The roots of human caring, compassion, and 
copassion are thus found in the fact that in human beings 
the mammalian capacity to care for one’s offspring has 
expanded into a capacity to care for the wellness of those 
that we feel as being close to us and identifiable to us—and 
not only our own relatives. And such actions of compas-
sion and copassion then further maintain and promote our 
intersubjective closeness with them.

Furthermore, our embodied orientation and capabilities 
for intersubjective interaction are not only crucial for babies 
but for adults too. Microanalysis of gestures, gazes, postures, 
facial expressions, and their synchronization between people 
interacting with each other illustrates the depth of intersub-
jectivity in us (e.g., Lindblom, 2007; Niedenthal et al., 2005) 
and for example our capacity to biologically share positive 
emotions, or in other words, experience positivity resonance 

with another person (Fredrickson, 2013; Fredrickson & 
Joiner, 2002). We are physically, cognitively, and affectively 
deeply tuned to each other and to our interaction, both in 
positive and negative moments in life.

Primary intersubjectivity is a fundamental part of a 
larger account of social cognition (Varga & Gallagher, 
2011, p. 254). Together, we experience the world in a form 
that has been called “participatory sense-making” (e.g., De 
Jaegher & Di Paolo, 2007). These processes are equally 
active and essential in all contexts of social human life, 
including at work. They aim at building an experience of 
social connection—“the development of positive relation-
ships with others in the social world” (Seppälä et al., 2013, 
p. 412). With our fundamental intersubjectivity, it is pos-
sible to make sense together of both success and adver-
sity—at work and in general.

Neighboring concepts of copassion: 
positive empathy, emphatic joy, and 
sympathetic joy

We have now presented the intersubjective view of human-
ity that calls for a concept of sharing of and responding to 
other people’s positive experiences. We have talked about 
the philosophical and the evolutionary history of intersub-
jectivity as well as discussed the roots of copassion by tak-
ing a look at some similar kinds of existing concepts 
present in other languages and religious cultures. We have 
then suggested a definition for copassion, following the 
definition of compassion. To better understand what copas-
sion could be at work, as process of enchantment, let’s also 
take a look at some existing concepts relating specifically 
to the suggested definition of copassion as an interpersonal 
process of responding to others’ positive emotions and 
experiences. Namely, some concepts especially in psy-
chology come somewhat close to the concept of copassion 
or may play a part in it while still being different from the 
concept of copassion as a whole. We wish to pay attention 
particularly to three such concepts: positive empathy, 
emphatic joy, and sympathetic joy.

First, positive empathy (Morelli et al., 2015) refers to 
understanding of and sharing of positive feelings of others. 
More specifically, it refers to “the ability to share, cele-
brate, and enjoy others’ positive emotions” (Morelli et al., 
2015, p. 57) and to “the positive affect elicited in people in 
response to their perception of the positive affect of another 
person” (Telle & Pfister, 2015, p. 2). Sounds a lot like 
copassion. However, if we look at the concept more 
closely, we can see that it is an important part of the pro-
cess of copassion, but not the same as copassion as whole. 
Positive empathy includes the word empathy. Empathy is 
most often associated with noticing or experiencing of 
another’s feelings and thoughts. Another term that has 
been used is mentalizing, defined as “our ability to read the 
mental states of other agents” (Frith & Frith, 2006, p. 531). 
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In phenomenological framework, empathy is described as 
“a basic, irreducible, form of intentionality that is directed 
towards the experience of others” (Zahavi, 2010, p. 291; 
cf. also Englander & Folkesson, 2014).

Empathy has been distinguished into two elements: 
affective and cognitive empathy. Affective empathy refers 
to the human capacity to share the feelings of others, and 
really feel what the other is feeling (Singer & Klimecki, 
2014). Sometimes it is simply referred to as empathy. For 
example, Hoffman (1981, p. 128) defines empathy as “a 
vicarious affective response to others, that is, an affective 
response appropriate to someone else’s situation rather 
than one’s own,” and Singer and Lamm (2009) define it as 
“the ability to share the affective experiences of others” (p. 
81). Most technically, such affective empathy has been 
understood to involve four components: “(i) one is in an 
affective state; (ii) this state is isomorphic to another per-
son’s affective state; (iii) this state is elicited by the obser-
vation or imagination of another person’s affective state; 
(iv) one knows that the other person is the source of one’s 
own affective state” (De Vignemont & Singer, 2006, p. 
435). As the capacity to resonate with other’s emotions, 
affective empathy takes place similarly both with positive 
and with negative emotions. In affective empathy, we both 
“share the experience of suffering,” and “feel happy when 
we vicariously share the joy of others” (Singer & Klimecki, 
2014, p. 875). Empathy is thus about feeling with the other, 
sharing the sadnesses and joys that the other is feeling.

Cognitive empathy, on the contrary, is a more cognitive 
effort to look at the world from the point of view of the 
other. It has been called perspective taking (Batson et al., 
1997a). It is thus less about feeling what the other feels, and 
more about understanding how the other understands the 
world. Still it is worth noting that perspective taking is not 
just “cold” understanding, but has been consistently shown 
to increase the sense of empathic concern for the other, and 
our willingness to help the other (Batson et al., 1997a).

Positive empathy is what may follow from experienc-
ing affective or cognitive empathy, as one comes to care 
for the other person’s positive emotional experience 
(Paakkanen et al., 2020). As researchers into positive 
empathy suggest, it may lead to prosocial motivation and a 
subsequent prosocial behavior (Morelli et al., 2015; Telle 
& Pfister, 2015). It is thus one facet of overall empathic 
concern (Paakkanen et al., 2020). Like in the process of 
compassion, as discussed earlier in the paper, empathic 
concern, however, is a critical step, but it does not stand for 
the entire process of responding to alleviate the pain and 
suffering of the other person. Similarly, positive empathy 
is a critical step in the process of responding to the positive 
emotions of the other person, but it does not cover the 
entire process. Furthermore, in the everyday, the connota-
tion of “empathy” might more easily take one’s thoughts to 
pain or suffering (even if positively encountering them) 
than does “passion” (in copassion) that is perhaps more 

easily connotated with joy and the positive, for instance, 
“being passionate about something.” Here, we can again 
see the Latin roots, noted above.

Closely similar term, empathic joy (Batson et al., 1991), 
despite it referring to empathy and joy, doesn’t quite mean 
the same as copassion either. Rather, empathic joy is the 
result of witnessing the fulfillment of the needs of a person 
who has needed help. It refers to the experience of relief 
and joy that follows, when someone witnesses a person in 
need of help receiving support. Here, we can see “empa-
thy” referring to reacting to distress (see above, “empathy” 
vs “passion”) (Batson et al., 1991). When it comes to 
copassion, the concept of empathic joy does not include 
the motivation to strengthen the other person’s joy or 
actions to do that like copassion does.

Sympathetic joy (Aronson, 1980) was discussed earlier 
in connection with the Buddhist view of the four virtuous 
attitudes to life. The concept indeed stems from Buddhism 
and refers to sharing of joy and happiness like copassion 
does. In the Buddhist context, the purpose of the concept is 
to expand our understanding of the sources of happiness. 
Usually, we rejoice for the things we receive, but sympa-
thetic joy emphasizes experiencing joy and happiness for 
the things others receive or have. Sympathetic joy, hence, 
refers to rejoicing in the joy of the other, without envy or 
resentment (Makransky, 2012). Thus, whereas empathic 
joy stands for the experience of joy following the witness-
ing of someone’s need being fulfilled, sympathetic joy 
stands for rejoicing in someone’s joy without any need of 
help having to be fulfilled.

Sympathetic joy thus refers to sharing of others’ joy 
much like positive empathy does (see above, “positive 
empathy”). It does not, however, refer to an other-oriented 
motivation to strengthen it for the benefit of the other per-
son (i.e., the third step of copassion). It doesn’t seem to 
include a motivational step like copassion and compassion 
do, but it rather seems to refer to positive empathy (see 
above, “positive empathy”). Compared to positive empa-
thy though, sympathetic joy doesn’t exclude cognitive 
empathy, but would rather extend positive empathy to 
include both affective and cognitive empathic sharing of 
others’ joys.

Discussions: copassion playing a role 
in enchantment of work?

Appreciation for the other and appreciative deeds—the 
core results of enchantment at work by Bennett (2001)—
definitely does not always need words. But words are never 
just words; concepts are crucial in noticing, feeling, acting 
toward or with a colleague, and making sense of the pains 
and joys of a colleague. Humans also need concepts in 
order to share narratives. Thus, in this article, following the 
definition of compassion, we have aimed to create a novel 
concept for praxis as well as for research: copassion.
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Copassion is about responding to the positive emotions 
of fellow human beings. Precisely, copassion can be defined 
as an intersubjective process involving the noticing, feel-
ing, acting, and sensemaking, to share and to strengthen 
others’ positive emotions. Copassion may at first glance 
seem like a positive, yet of less importance, little-sister-
concept of compassion. However, looking at it from the 
intersubjectivity perspective of mutual recognition, it actu-
ally grounds compassion. This is evident, we consider, in 
the everyday of work. For instance, if in a relationship there 
is no copassion, it definitively hinders compassion when 
pain and worries appear. Or if a workplace is managed by 
fear and an attitude of a zero-sum-game—instead of culture 
of sharing also the positive and being happy for the joys of 
the others—atmosphere and working culture are definitely 
not fertile for expressions of compassion. Copassion may 
indeed be needed for compassion. Furthermore, both are 
crucial for organizations to perform innovatively and stra-
tegically in business (Vuori & Huy, 2016).

There is synergy between compassion and copassion. 
Especially in particularly meaningful human relationships, 
the two appear side by side: We share both our joys and our 
sorrows. As we are intersubjective beings, compassion and 
copassion exist—and should be explored—in a relation-
ship with one another. The synergy of compassion and 
copassion resonates to the core of enchantment at work: by 
employing them both, we can enhance the feeling of being 
connected in an affirmative way to our existence. Indeed, 
copassion does not entail denying the negative or even 
focusing on the positive. Workplaces too are always full of 
spectrums of emotions. The positive may be found—or 
even strengthened—in the midst of deepest pain, and vice 
versa.

The positivity resonance with others, as noted above, 
plays an important role in promoting well-being, good 
relationships, and sense meaningfulness in human lives 
(e.g., Fredrickson, 2013; Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002), all 
this for sure in synergy with enchantment too. For exam-
ple, the longest and still ongoing study on happiness, the 
Harvard second-generation study of adult development, 
suggests that a satisfying social connection is a determi-
nant factor in human happiness (Waldinger et al., 2014). 
Responding to and being heard in one’s positive emotions 
plays an important role in enabling and creating an experi-
ence of trust, social connection, and psychological safety. 
They are all very much needed in today’s working life; the 
quality of working life is deteriorating (Guest, 2017). 
Organizations have responded to the requirements of com-
petitive global markets with intensified rationalization of 
organizational practices (Meyer et al., 2006, pp. 258–265). 
The norms of efficiency and productivity have resulted in 
dehumanization of working life (Meyer et al., 2006, p. 
262), linked to impaired mental health at work (Becker 
et al., 2013) and, for instance, diminished work–life bal-
ance (Barber et al., 2019). One fourth of Europeans feel 

that work affects their health negatively (Eurofound, 
2017). Also, increasing role diversification—and the con-
sequent apprehension of employees qua roles not qua per-
sons—threatens the integrity of personhood and the 
possibility to grasp the existential meanings of one’s work 
(Kallinikos, 2003). All this threatens enchantment at work 
too—and underscores the urgency to invest in it.

The benefits of copassion do not limit themselves to 
organizations. Individuals, and the microcultures they 
form, influence and change social and societal contexts—
such as organizations and even societies. The relationships 
between different levels of social life are always reciprocal. 
Copassion at the level of individuals, and the aspiration of 
individuals to copassionate cultures and norms, influence 
the microcultures of organizations and communities. As 
such, fostering copassion at different levels can even pro-
mote crucially beneficial societal and cultural phenomena 
such as generalized trust and social capital (see, for exam-
ple, Grootaert & Van Bastelar, 2002; Putnam, 2001).

Copassionate and compassionate cultures may be par-
ticularly central in the changes and challenges of our time 
such as digitalization, artificial intelligence, climate 
change, and global pandemics such as the COVID-19 (see, 
for example, Arntz et al., 2016; Frey & Osborne, 2017; 
Hofmeyer et al., 2020; Pajarinen & Rouvinen, 2014; World 
Economic Forum, 2016). Copassionate and compassionate 
cultures can alleviate uncertainty and anxiety and build 
ground for joint efforts to finding solutions. Human con-
nection to others, including ability of perspective taking, is 
a proven key (e.g., Hoever et al., 2012) to unlocking diver-
sity’s potential concerning, such as team creativity at work 
and in business.

Working forward: research and 
practice

We have opened the floor to understanding what copassion 
is, yet much future exploration is needed—both in the con-
text of workplaces, in business, and in general. To start, 
does copassion means responding to all positive emotions 
or only to some specific ones—and how they all illustrate 
enchantment? Related to that, copassion should also be 
explored in several cultural contexts (Bermant et al., 2011; 
Lomas, 2016) and within different organizations, busi-
nesses, and industries. To what extent the power of copas-
sion to generate enchantment at workplaces is culturally 
oriented and biased, and to what extent universal? What 
kind of variation might there be among various types of 
workplaces and business sectors? Copassion also inspires 
ethical contemplation. To think about a colleague rejoicing 
about something that you think is ethically questionable, 
Can and should you be joyful in her or his joy? Further 
analysis of such dilemmas must also take morality and its 
development into account. Motivated by Kohlberg’s 
(1958, 1984) academic classic on moral development one 
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can ask, What kind of moral development and level of 
moral thinking might copassion require? And to what 
extent are humans oriented to intersubjective positivity 
resonance (e.g., Fredrickson, 2013; Fredrickson & Joiner, 
2002) and to helping each other (e.g., Levine et al., 2005; 
Tomasello, 1999) by nature—as well as to enchantment, 
by nature? How are these phenomena actually linked to 
each other? Fascinating academic work remains to be 
conducted.

There is also uncharted terrain for conceptual explora-
tions of enchantment and copassion: How might they both 
conceptually and empirically function in languages and 
cultures in which it does not yet exist or are not widely 
know? How does enchantment theoretically and empiri-
cally relate to its neighboring concepts, such as elevation or 
self-transcendence. We have aimed to pursue a similar 
exploration in this article regarding copassion and its neigh-
boring concepts. Furthermore, how might conceptual and 
empirical cross-constellations concerning, for instance, the 
interlinks between enchantment, copassion, and moral ele-
vation take place at work?

Furthermore, we also call for research on how the pro-
cess of copassion and its sub-processes function in practice 
in workplaces and their enchantment. Particularly, the ele-
ment of actions (as a part of the four steps of noticing, 
feeling, sensemaking, acting) may be specifically fuzzy: 
What might it be in practice? And how to routinize it in the 
everyday, toward enchantment? Such further research 
would benefit developing survey measures for copas-
sion—and even enchantment. Interdisciplinary empirical-
philosophical collaboration, as we have aimed to 
demonstrate in this article, might allow to enrich clarity 
on, for example, the relation of compassion and copassion 
to justice and fairness too (Lemberger & Lemberger-
Truelove, 2016; Shahzad & Muller, 2016).

Further empirical research on copassion might be able 
to illuminate how recognitive attitudes materialize in eve-
ryday contexts, and how they are related to social and 
institutional spheres. Recognitive attitudes are pivotal in 
thinking about and working on enchantment at work, both 
concerning fostering concern for the other (e.g., compas-
sion) and appreciation for the other (e.g., copassion) 
(Bennett, 2001). Such attitudes, in turn, impact individual 
and organizational performance as has been found in prior 
research (Dutton et al., 2007). They also shape the oppor-
tunities for business innovation, potentially strengthening 
the willpower to innovate (e.g., Goss, 2005).

There should not be a value notion of disenchantment 
being de facto bad and enchantment, or re-enchantment, de 
facto good. Also, Suddaby et al. (2017, p. 285) note that 
not all enchantment or re-enchantment is positive. In this 
article, we have focused on the positive, fruitful power of 
enchantment at work, and the role of the concept of copas-
sion in it. Yet, further research can add more layers and 
nuances to our understanding—including debatable or 

ambiguous ones—on the power of copassion in promoting 
enchantment at work.

To conclude, the concept and the phenomenon of copas-
sion concern our conception of the nature of human exist-
ence. This at first glance a theoretical issue is in fact an 
implicit principle that structures our choices in everyday 
life. How important we think that copassion is to human 
flourishment? To what extent do we want to promote the 
prerequisites of compassion and compassion? Do we prior-
itize intersubjective phenomena over self-interest and per-
sonal utility? And, for instance, on what grounds and on 
which topics, business leaders choose to focus on in their 
feedback?

All these questions reflect much wider issues too. 
Ethicists and critical organizational scholars have pointed 
out that the current practice of Human resources manage-
ment approaches employees as material and financial 
resources, that is, as means to organizational ends, thus 
depriving them of their essential aspects, such as relation-
ality and intersubjectivity (Greenwood, 2002; Islam, 2012; 
Kallinikos, 2003; M. C. Nussbaum, 2006; Pless & Maak, 
2004). Under these circumstances, how to be positively 
connected to work? How to be enchanted by work and at 
work with others?

Hence, as we have now developed the concept of copas-
sion as a promoter of enchantment at work, it is not only 
important to emphasize the significance of emotions at 
work. We also point out the focal need to ground the concept 
of copassion in a different view of humanity than the one 
fostered by the current practice of HRM: Re-enchantment of 
work is not possible unless we base the conceptual con-
structs and practice of management to an intersubjective and 
morally normative view of humanity.

The importance we grant to copassion has also large-
scale societal dimensions: copassion strengthens the pre-
requisites of a good society. If “good society” is defined—as 
Cooper (2016) suggests—as a society “that maximizes the 
extent to which people can actualize their wants,” copas-
sion as a process of responding to the joy of a fellow 
human being is a contributor to synergy and the sense of 
moving toward our wants. If “good society” is defined in 
recognition-theoretic terms as a society where more and 
more individuals and groups are granted recognition 
(Honneth, 1995), then copassion as a recognitive attitude 
promotes a society where struggles for recognition give 
way to peaceful human co-existence. The quest for the 
definition of copassion is not only a search for a theoretical 
concept but also—and more fundamentally—a search for 
the foundations of flourishing humans, institutions embrac-
ing enchantment, and more humane societies.
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