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Abstract

This research examines whether empathy constitutes a vital key between the manpower employment organization and
unemployed, taking into account Greece’s high unemployment rate. Due to the agency’s front and backline employees’
role to serve the public, they are recipients of the difficult unemployed situation. For this reason, the relevant literature
and the employees’ working context are presented. Given that empathy has become one of the significant issues of the
organizational studies, this article provides useful implications for managerial practice and future researches. In
particular, it can be valuable to policymakers regarding decision making in public organizations who serve vulnerable
groups due to the financial recession to improve the provided services for increasing performance, public satisfaction,
and reduced costs.
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1. Introduction

Due to the economic crisis in Greece, which has led to a significant rise in unemployment, the Greek manpower agency
strives to successfully serve the increasing number of unemployed citizens. In this sense, high quality services are of
crucial importance for the achievement of the organization’s goals and are an essential factor for increasing citizens’
satisfaction. Undoubtedly, under these circumstances, the manpower of the organization can reinforce its role and
enhance its value to the public. Thus, front and backline employees must be also fully committed to their organization
and highly involved in their job.

Particularly the frontline employees can be considered the organization’s representatives, as they are the connecting
link between the unemployed and the agency both interacting with each other. Thus, they play a vital role regarding the
organization’s image and the quality of the provided services given the everyday numerous requests of various kind.
Hence, in order to better respond to the citizens’ needs and demands it is necessary to develop a culture of feeling and
emotions taking into account the existing bureaucracy (Vigoda- Gadot and Meisler 2010) and the limited number of
the provided benefits and jobs.

This kind of innovative and creative service, based on feelings and emotions, will allow them to advance the mutual
understanding and trust (Aggarwal et al. 2005). Additionally, will provide to the frontline employees the chance to
thoroughly investigate and understand the problems of the unemployed people, becoming thus better prepared to face
the task of finding the best solutions by providing support and cooperation. Therefore, empathy can comprise a
strategic point (Burke 1999) advancing differentiation and enabling to successfully face the tremendous challenges
revealed by the negative impact of the financial crisis. Focusing on such practices of emotional kind will improve the
employees’ and organization’s performance, increase the clients’ satisfaction and reduce the organization’s economic
costs (Kim et al. 2004). In respect to these, the scope of this research is to present the existing literature and the
employees’ working context, to examine whether empathy constitutes a vital key between the manpower employment
organization and the unemployed.
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2. Empathy in frontline services

Theodor Lipps (1903) used the world “einhiihlen”, translated into “empathy” by Titchener (1909), to explain the
persons’ ability to perceive, understand and share others’ emotions, a vital factor for interpersonal interaction (Leiberg
and Anders 2006). The latter pointed out the result of empathy to react appropriately and presented two main
approaches, the contagion-like manner, an imitative process, and the perspective-taking, focusing on one person’s
ability to understand another person’s emotions throughout the cognitive process. Other researchers (De Vignemont
and Singer 2006) indicated two essential roles of empathy, the epistemological, reporting the others’ oncoming
behavior, and the social, providing synergetic, positive and helpful behavior, all beneficial for an effective social
communication. The lasts decades, empathy was explored and various measures were developed, others related to
cognitive perception and others to emotional responsiveness (Caruso and Mayer 1998; Spreng et al. 2009).

In 1998, Goleman presented empathy, as one of the main five competencies to evaluate Emotional Intelligence,
referred as the persons’ ability not only to recognize its own feelings and well manage its emotions, but also those of
others, for personal motivation. In 2001, Goleman et al. included empathy in “social awareness”, one of the four
proposed components of the Emotional Intelligent, presenting the capabilities which determine how to manage
relationships through social competence. Further, in 2002 (Goleman et al.) empathy was recognized as the leaders’
ability to sense and feel the others’ emotions, to understanding their point of view, in order to obtain the best
communication with people of different cultures and backgrounds. Also, Goleman (2013) distinguished three kinds of
empathy; the cognitive empathy (taking the others’ perspective), the emotional empathy (feeling the others’ distress)
and empathetic concern (feeling the others pain and instinctively want to help them).

Regarding health care professional, empathy was highlighted (Mercer and Reynolds 2002) as a multi-dimensional
attribute regarding the professionals’ capability to communicate, understand the clients’ needs, and to act in a helpful
way. Significantly, many researches were undertaken to examine the components of empathy, as well as gender and
specialty differences, among physicians (Hojat et al. 2002b) and medical students (Newton et al. 2000). Also, empathy
was associated with the medical students’ clinical competence and gender, where women presented higher levels (Hojat
et al. 2002a; Kataoka et al. 2009). Faye et al. (2011) found that male medical postgraduate students, the married, and
those who experienced serious problems in their life, presented higher levels of empathy. From the patients’ point of
view, physicians’ empathy was proven to increase their satisfaction and compliance, where information exchange,
interpersonal trust and partnership were the mediating factors (Kim et al. 2004).

Empathy was recognized as an important component for building relations between salespersons and clients (Varca
2004), increasing customer satisfaction (Wieseke et al. 2012), trust (Aggarwal et al. 2005), and rapport, thus, advancing
the possibilities in sales (Spiro et al 1976). Besides, sellers with empathetic concern were prone to adaptive selling
intention and therefore can adjust their behavior according to customers’ characteristics (Giacobbe et al. 2006), when a
positive relation was found between employees’ empathetic abilities and customers’ need perception (Homburg et al.
2009). Also, Ramachandran et al. (2011) suggested that the employees’ ability to appraise the customers’ feelings and
hence showing empathy, was positively related to experiencing the required emotions. Additionally, a positive effect
was found between emotional labor (Pugliesi 1999) and empathy (Varca 2009) on stress, when in another research,
empathetic employees, presented also high emotional intelligence, regulating their emotions, thus minimizing their
stress levels (Itani and Inyang 2015).

In the last decades the public employment agencies reorganized their structure (Glinsner et al. 2018), as it was
recognized that the most essential challenge was to be more humane and care, rather than efficient (Newman et al.
2009). In this case, they mainly were engaged to the unemployed service orientation rather than bureaucracy. This
changed the way of frontline employees’ work adapting more affective practices, where empathy is considered an
essential element, leading to agents’ work effectiveness (Glinsner et al. 2018). Also, emotional labor presents numerous
dimensions, where rapport and emotional engagement are vital to increase the employees’ abilities to understand,
communicate and empathize with others (Newman et al. 2009). Thus, in order to approach them and to establish
friendly and trustworthy relations, public frontline employment agents show empathy and understanding for the
situation of the unemployed (Penz et al. 2017). Additionally, through the use of the counselling process called
empathetic authority, they activate and motivate jobseekers to find job (McDonald and Marston 2005).

3. Economic crisis and unemployment

The radical reforms in Greece together with the restrictive fiscal policy imposed due to the economic crisis, had a direct
negative impact on the labor market too. The economic recession led to increased rates of poverty and a decrease of the
economic growth (Michalek and Vybostok 2018), to the loss of a large number of jobs and a rising at the
unemployment rate (Ervasti et al. 2018)
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Thus, adversely affecting the citizens’ mental health and wellbeing (Lahad et al. 2018). Also it is noted that in Greece
the 17% of the active population was recorded as long-term unemployed, having the lowest employment rate for 2016
(56.2%), compared to the other European Union countries (Kraatz and Dessimirova 2016). Under these circumstances,
the responsible organization for employment of the available workforce in Greece, in cooperation with relevant
European bodies, redefined its business model. The main point was to tackle unemployment more effectively with the
right planning. This was implemented by expanding and improving the services provided to the workforce so as to
strengthen its role in the labor market, aiming to the successful realization of the redefined labor policies in the
agency’s business model (Kraatz 2015).

Employees, because of their positions in the organization, became the recipients of the unemployed difficult situation
due to the consequences on their lives, as a result of the severe economic reforms. Thus, considering their everyday
contact with the unemployed people, they are continuously experiencing the unfavorable impact of unemployment on
citizens, which not only refers to the loss of income but also to the difficulty of finding new job, a prerequisite for their
survival. Hence, in the daily process of serving unemployed people, serious problems are realized mainly referring to
the latter's inability to have access to the electronic services of the organization, due to the lack of proper skills and the
strong difficulty to travel for visiting the various agency’s services, due to financial constraints. In this context, the
employees, particularly the frontline ones, are the live testifiers of unfavorable feelings regarding future such as
frustration, insecurity, anger, shame and anxiety.

Under these conditions, the employees make any effort to serve the unemployed people in the better and faster way,
helping them to overcome bureaucratic problems, so that to face their needs with care and patience. Thus, especially for
frontline people who have direct, daily and continuous contact and interaction with the unemployed, it is important, to
develop a culture of empathy that will enable them to recognize and understand the needs of people, hence enhancing
their daily service offering with respect and cooperation. In this sense, empathy is an indispensable component that is
vital for shaping their work behavior for providing high-quality services.

Specifically, the frontline employees register applications for the provided allowances and benefits, they collect the
necessary supporting documents for the filing of the applications and prepare the unemployed person's file. They record
the regular presence of the unemployed in the organization in order to continue to receive the unemployment benefits,
they release the certificates and provide the necessary clarifications to the citizens when needed. The backline staff
work in departments related to benefits, finding jobs for the unemployed and the employment programs. They process
the frontlines’ submitted applications to complete the procedure, check the completeness of the files and issue
decisions. Only in the absence of any supporting documents or in the need for additional clarification, they have to
communicate with the unemployed. Regarding the organization’s employment programs they mainly deal with the
accountants and employers. Thus, they mainly carry out bureaucratic work without dealing with the public, except in
very few cases. Thereby, frontline employees establish a guiding role regarding their duties, when the backline have
mainly a processing role.

4. Discussion

In the manpower agency frontline employees are directly serving the unemployed when on the other hand, backline
handle the administrative bureaucratic paperwork as well as legal issues. These are associated with the process of the
submitted applications as to issue decisions and to forward various processes, without dealing with the ongoing public
transaction.

Through the daily interaction with the unemployed, frontline employees share the unemployed problems, listen to their
anxieties, and make the effort to help them in a quick and proper manner. Knowing that in many cases they don’t have
the needed technology and knowledge or the financial capacity to respond to the modern requirements, frontline
employees seek to coordinate and facilitate the unemployed actions for gathering the necessary supporting documents,
in order to efficiently handle their case without the need of unnecessary repeated visits to the organization. Thus, the
frontline staff who is associated with the direct and primary provided services, is expected to present empathy
(Goleman 2013) to serve the unemployed.

Backline employees also expected to be distinguished for their empathy feelings when they cannot cover the
unemployed needs. This is mostly associated with the nature and the backline employees’ duties, as they are more
related with the final decisions regarding the unemployed applications, therefore it is expected to have an emotional
involvement regarding their issues, as they can understand their difficult position, and they are aware what they face
(Goleman 2013), when the outcomes are not positive for them.
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Additionally, intrinsic motivation in work must be investigated both for back and frontline employees, as many
researchers have found that public-service motivation is based more on intrinsic than extrinsic rewards (Houston 2000;
Georgellis et al. 2010). Additionally, Gwinner et al. (2005) indicated that intrinsic motivation influences the
employees’ interpersonal adaptive and service-offering behavior. In this case is expected that the employees must adapt
their attitude based on the unemployed needs to serve them for having the best results, where intrinsic motivation can
be considered as an important factor to achieve their goals. It is recalled that the frontline staff is becoming a daily
recipient of the difficult situations faced by the unemployed and their feelings. They recognize that loss of work results
in cuts in various sectors of their lives and they share their anxiety. Thus, it is expected to present empathy to
understand their needs as to serve them in the best way, by adapting their behavior on behalf of them through intrinsic
motivation.

Goleman also (2004) revealed the crucial importance of the employees’ commitment to the organization, deriving from
their love for their job, components strongly associated with intrinsic motivation. In this case there must be also
explored the employees’ willing to achieve the organizations’ goals through their organizational commitment, which
has been already found to be related to intrinsic motivation (Crewson 1997), regarding the required processes to serve
the unemployed.

Also, many studies have already reported a positive relation between job satisfaction and organizational commitment
(Mahmoud 2008; Back et al. 2011), indicating that high levels of satisfaction lead also to the employees’ greater
commitment to organizations’ goals (Kim et al. 2005), issues that is proposed to be investigated as frontline employees
is expected to better understand the consequences of the unemployment and appreciate more the value of working to
the specific organization. Thus, satisfied employees are making the required work to fulfill the organizations’ goals, as
they feel that their main objective is to serve the unemployed.

Furthermore, (Borzaga and Tortia 2006) have also reported the significant influence between satisfaction and intrinsic
motivation. In this case, the employees are driven by an inside desire to empathize and provide the best possible service
to the unemployed (Taylor 2007), leading to work satisfaction, issue that is worthy to be explored for both front and
backline employees.

5. Future researches

Future researchers must examine the employees’ attitudes based on the public assessment and satisfaction regarding the
provided services. Additionally, not only quantitative but also qualitative researches should be carried on to provide
further information for tracing the gaps and develop the required training programs in order to enhance the employees’
skills for active listening and empathetic responding. Furthermore, the essential role of the managers is to examine for
supporting, motivating and encouraging the effectiveness of the frontline employees, as they have a leading role in the
accomplishment of the organization’s strategic goals.

6. Conclusion

In this study we presented the relative literature, the working context and the provided services of the front and
backline employees, working in the Greek manpower agency, taking in to account the nature of their work, to serve the
unemployed suffering from the negative consequences of the ongoing economic crisis.

Considering the above, and given the vital role of empathy, it is proposed that it is important to explore whether front
and back line employees present high levels of empathy due to their specific duties when serving the unemployed.
Additionally it is proposed that employees’ intrinsic motivation, commitment to organizations’ goals and job
satisfaction and their associations must be examined.

Future researches can be valuable especially to policymakers for decision making concerning the importance of the
required empathetic behaviors of the frontline employees in public manpower employment organizations, and others
too, which serve vulnerable groups due to the economic crisis. Thereby they will be able to expand and improve their
provided services for increased employees’ and organizations’ performance, public satisfaction and reduced costs.
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