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“Today this job isn’t about
helping Nike sell shoes.
It’s about making sure
everyone has shoes.”

-Mike Monteiro

https://www.bettersocialdesign.com/empathyfordesigners

1 Introduction

The Social Design field is quite new but growing
rapidly. More and more social designers are
wanting to get involved in ‘real world’ problems, like
fighting poverty, suicide and crime to name a few.
But schools and universities are not yet teaching
the skills needed to do this successfully, and most
teams and managers are not equipped to handle
this properly. UX research can be of great value
when it comes to complex challenges we face as

a society. When a user’s needs, wishes, fears and
experiences are peppered with strong emotions
there is a lot to gain, but also a lot to lose. Not only
for the user and the solution you want to create
for their problems, but also for the researcher or
designer and their team.

This is a resource with theory and practical tips
and tools on how to navigate Empathy in the Social
Design field specifically.
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2 The Concept of Empathy
Definition

empathy
/' empabi/

noun o

The ability to understand another person’s thoughts
and feelings in a situation from their point of view,
rather than your own.

It differs from sympathy, where one is moved by the
thoughts and feelings of another but maintains an
emotional distance.

https://www.bettersocialdesign.com/empathyfordesigners

Empathy for Designers

Empathizing is the first step of the design thinking
process. Design teams conduct research to get personal
grasp of their users’ needs. They set aside assumptions
to obtain insights into the users’ world by observing and
consulting with users. This way, they can understand
users’ experiences, motivations and problems.

In the world of design thinking, empathy is a “deep
understanding of the problems and realities of the
people you are designing for.” In other words, empathy
requires you to learn about the difficulties people face
and uncover their latent needs and desires to explain
their behaviors. You need to gain an understanding of
their environment, as well as their roles and interactions
within it if you want to truly empathize with them.

Empathy. It is often regarded as the holy grail of design.
Design thinking promised we can solve any problem if
we empathize hard enough. But what happens when
we are designing for complex social problems? Can
empathy even be harmful?
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The Empathic Design Process

Merlijn Kouprie and Froukje Sleeswijk Visser from the TU Delft, synthesized a
number of academic empathy models into the Empathic Design Process. This
model presents empathy in design as a process of four phases, and gives insight
into what role the designer’s own experience can play when having empathy with

the user.

" Discoyent

https://www.bettersocialdesign.com/empathyfordesigners
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The empathy framework (Kouprie & Sleeswijk Visser, 2009)

1. Discovery: As creators, we approach the other person’s world, which provokes our
interest, curiosity, and willingness to empathize.

2. Immersion: We enter the other person’s world, look around, and absorb what we
see without judgment.

3. Connection: Here, we resonate with the other person’s experience by recalling our
own relevant experiences and memories.
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4. Detachment: Finally, we leave their world to focus on creative action, before
starting the cycle afresh.



Affective empathy and cognitive empathy

Designers and researchers need to be aware that feeling what
the other person is feeling, is only half of the story. Empathy
has actually 2 components: affective empathy (feeling) and
cognitive empathy (understanding). For designers, awareness
of both components is essential. One of the two components
will not suffice for understanding the user’s world. Creating
the right balance between affective resonance and cognitive
reasoning is a basic issue of empathy. If you only feel them,
you are more keen to fall in the Apathy trap (we will touch on
this later). If your approach is only rational then you will not
be able to connect to the problem.

https://www.bettersocialdesign.com/empathyfordesigners

The Eindhoven Empathy Model

Empathy lives and develops in the brain — it is useful to think
about it as a muscle that can be grown and flexed.

In The Eindhoven Empathy Model empathy is seen as a
function of ability and proximity.

Empathy = (Ability x Proximity)

EMPATHY
Our resonance with someone else’s experience.

ABILITY
The strength of our empathy muscle. The ability to balance
affective and cognitive empathy.

PROXIMITY
How closely someone’s experience resembles our own.

(Brian Pagan, 2020)
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3. The Pitfalls of Empathy for Designers
+ New Tools to adress them

When we look at the Empathic Design Process and we take the
Eindhoven Empathy Model into account, we have found a few
pitfalls in the models based on our own experiences in the field of
social design. We will touch upon 2 of them:

Pitfall 1. Proximity Bias
Pitfall 2. Apathy Trap

https://www.bettersocialdesign.com/empathyfordesigners

The complex social problems
of today & tomorrow

cannot be solved with

the tools of yesterday.
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Pitfall 1. Proximity Bias

What is the Proximity Bias?

The Proximity Bias deals with present beliefs and assumptions about the user and his context and
also with the your sympathy for the usergroup (domestic violence, addiction, crime). It can occur
when you are too far or too close to the topic.

0=

0=

0=
BIASED
INSIGHTS

% DIscONES

If you are too close, you may have the illusion that we are connecting with the other person
where in fact we are connecting with our own self experience. The risk is that we will gather
biased insights.

If you are too far, you might not even immerse and reach connection at all, leading us to no
relevant insights.



How to address the Proximity Bias?

Tool: Proximity Mapping

Why?

This tool isn’t going to tell you whether or not you’re the right

person for the job. But:

e It will help you to discuss this on your team or decide for
yourself by addressing the relevant signals and factors to take
into account.

e You might learn something from your team members you didn’t
know before.

e Your team will benefit from it because these tools help create
awareness about what everyone is working on.

e Itis good for team building because of the personal stories
shared and also reveals the tacit knowledge in your team either
from own experiences or past projects.

e It helps the designers and researchers who will work on the
topic feel less alone.

When?
At the start of a project, but also during the project.

Who?
All team members (even the ones that do not have time for the
project).

If you’re a freelancer or otherwise working solo, and you’re being

asked to do work on a certain topic, check your proximity by going
through your own red flags and be honest about it.

https://www.bettersocialdesign.com/empathyfordesigners

the subject matter

Step 1: Share a briefing of the new project with each member
of the team. Give them some time to dive into it, to see what
the project is about, to learn about the stakeholders and to find
out if your team members experience sympathy, distress or
indifference.

Step 2: Discuss the new project within the team, let each
member of the team tell about their own findings, experiences
and beliefs concerning the topic. You can use the questions to
facilitate this discussion. During this discussion each member
can keep in mind the red flags and signs of sympathy they
notice.

Step 3: Discuss how far or how close each one is to the subject
matter. Ideally you are neither too far nor too close. Plot yourself
on the proximity map. Decide as a team who is the right person,
or are the right persons, for the job.
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Questions

e Can you tell a personal experience related to this topic?

e Do you know anyone that is part of the user group, is he or she
close to you?

e Are you curious about this topic?

e Are you part of the user group or one of the stakeholders

e What do you think about this topic?

e Do you think the users are comfortable sharing their needs and

fears with you?

e Have you ever done a project related to this and can you share

your lessons learned?

Tip:

We added a printable
template on the last
page of ths e-book.

Designer Story

When I was designing a self-help app to support the mental health of breast cancer
patients, I completely designed it based upon my own experiences, needs and coping
mechanisms as I am a breast cancer survwor. When interviewing the usergroup my
confirmation bias blurred my perception of their stories and needs. I thought I was
listening and empathizing, but in the end I was mainly checking the boxes of my own
beliefs.

https://www.bettersocialdesign.com/empathyfordesigners

Red Flags

If a person shows these signs it might be that someone is either too
close or too far from the topic:

Too close:

e Someone is already explaining what the problem (and best
solution) is.

e Someone has very strong beliefs and assumptions about the
specific matter

e Someone is part of the user group, or someone’s relative or
friend is, and is suffering as a result of this

e Someone is part of a group of stakeholders with strong
potentially conflicting interests

e Someone labels the experiences of the users as nonsense, or
‘they don’t get it’

e Someone is using their own insights as a benchmark and
constantly comparing them (I recognize this, | had the same
experience, this is true ‘cause I've seen this’)

e Someone is excluding a set of stakeholders, because they don’t
have anything meaningful to add, or because he already knows
what their perspective is.

Too far:

e Someone has a strong dislike or meaning about the issue or the
user group (could also be the case when someone is too close)

e Someone has no sympathy for the topic nor the user
Someone has never heard of the issue and has never met
anyone from the user group in their daily live

e Someone who is afraid of or very uncomfortable with the user
group

e The user group is uncomfortable with the characteristics of the
researcher

EMPATHY
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Tips:

The following tips will help you navigate the proximity bias while The following tips will help you navigate the proximity bias while
taking good care of yourself: taking good care of your design process:

Be honest Cross Validate

You might catch yourself doing your best to disguise your distant Even if your proximity is just fine and even if you’re the best

or close proximity, but in the end it won’t benefit you, nor the user researcher in the world, there is always this thing called the

nor the solution. Do the projects that suit you. You don’t have to be confirmation bias. People tend to process information by looking
able or willing to do every project that falls on your desk. for, or interpreting, information that is consistent with their
However, an environment with psychological safety is an important existing beliefs. You can minimize this bias by challenging your
factor in being able to do that. own logic, or by doing the research with a colleague.

Follow your intuition

Listen to your gut feeling. Your body can tell you a lot if you are Involve people with lived experiences

willing to listen. A good way of getting closer to the context when your proximity
is a bit too far is by involving people with lived experiences in

Take off your superhero cape your project. They are particularly interested in the challenge

It's okay if you don’t feel like you are the right person for the job. and also can act as the missing link to connect with the target

Prepare to accept this, don’t feel like a failure or go on a guilt audience. Involve them as part of the research team, and treat

trip. Even if you’re a designer you don’t have to be able to solve them like you treat other team members.

everything, take off your cape and be human!

Set Healthy Boundaries

Dare to say no. Before and during the project, but bare in mind that
psychological safety is a must. If you do not feel safe within your
team then setting boudaries will be more challenging but you can
always start the conversation with a team member you trust and
take it from there.

10
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Pitfall 2. Apathy Trap

What is the Apathy Trap?

You can fall in the Apathy Trap when you no longer can
detach in order to take action. You become overwhelmed
or maybe even cynical.

2. \MM ERS/O/V
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The Apathy Trap is particularly dangerous when you

have already navigated a couple of projects that lead to

either no implementation of the designed solutions, or FIGHT FLIGHT
where the solutions are only a little drop in the ocean. In

any case, you are feeling that your work does not have

the impact you were expecting. It happens when the

designer feels the weight of the world on his shoulders FREEZE

and at the same time has no influence in solving those

problems. ¢ N

It also has to do with the misbelief that there is an ideal COMPASSION FATIGUE MORAL INJURY

world where a designer has a superhero cape and the
silver bullet that solves all problems, with his out of the
box, creative mind.

https://www.bettersocialdesign.com/empathyfordesigners 11
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The Apathy Trap has to do with a couple of factors:

A. Empathic distress
Disbalance with Affective and Cognitive Empathy which causes
you to fight, flight or freeze.

B. Compassion fatigue
Feeling of impotency. You feel as if you have no influence in fixing
the issues.

C. Moral injury
Mismatch between your expectations and the actual impact.

Designer Story

1 was interviewing people with led experiences within traumatic experiences in
youthcare. She had already spent 5 years in a psychiatric institution and she didn’t want
to live anymore. She was tired of everybody trying to convince her to want to live. Until
one day a chinician sat next to her bed and said: *you know? If this is it. .. then it’s O,
but I am going to be here with you.” She said that was the furst tume she_felt understood,
and that in return gave her hope. As I listened I started feeling my eyes getting watery,

1 started blinking wanting my eyes to drink the tears back in. But she saw it, my tear,

1 was so ashamed. I wanted to be ‘the professional designer’. But instead she thanked
me for the tear. She said that she would have benefitted from professionals showing more
empathy and connection. That day I interviewed another 5 people. My energy was gone.
1 was feeling sad, angry and frustrated.

https://www.bettersocialdesign.com/empathyfordesigners

A. Empathic distress: disbalance

Empathic distress is the result of taking too much emotional pain
from others as your own pain. It has to do with a disbalance
between the two components of empathy: cognitive and
affective. When the distinction between your pain and the other
person’s pain gets blurred and you are feeling too much you are
more vulnerable to fall in the Apathy Trap.

When you get empathic distress you will notice an aversive
response to the suffering of others, you will fight, flight or freeze.
These are the three most basic stress responses. The goal of the
fight, flight and freeze response is to decrease, end, or evade the
stress. Often you will feel the need to withdraw yourself from the
situation in order to protect yourself from the excessive negative
feelings.

12
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B. Compassion fatigue

Compassion fatigue is the cost of caring for others or for their
emotional pain, resulting from the desire to help relieve the
suffering of others. It is physical and emotional exhaustion, and
erosion of the things you bring to your designer role: empathy,
hope, compassion. You may become cynical, bitter, and even
disrespectful. You are more likely to become disruptive in the
workplace; we are more prone to errors. You may cross boundaries
with colleagues and the people you design for. You become
disconnected with your family and your social connections. And
as this happens, what do you do? Probably you tend to work
more, work harder. Thinking that if you could just do more, you
could make things better (for your users and stakeholders, for the
system, for society). But by doing this you just make things worse
for yourself.

Designer story

1 once talked to the coordinator of the Danish Suicide Line. She told me that she noticed
that a lot of volunteers left the organization afler approximately 12 months. She wanted
to figure out what was happening and did some research. She found out that most
volunteers still wanted to work for the Suicide Hotline, but they ran out of compassion
after 8-9 months and talking to the people reaching out got to difficult. They got numb or
even turned cynical.

Knowing this, the organization made some changes. Volunteers now get assigned to
different tasks after only 10 months, even if they still say to feel OK. They get a break
Jfrom talking to people with suicidal tendencies, so they can recharge their batteries. Then
afler a_few months they are ready for client-contact again and feel compassion.

https://www.bettersocialdesign.com/empathyfordesigners

Designer story

1 once was assigned to a project to develop a tool to support adolescents that were on a
waiting list for mental health care. I started interviewing them, and the stories they told
me were heartbreaking. It got to me, there was nothing good about being on that waiting
list, it was mostly harmful and devastating for these kids, so why was I creating a tool
Jfor something they didn’t want in the furst place? It felt like putting lipstick on a pig’

C. Moral Injury

Moral injury is defined as the psychological distress that results
from events that go against one’s values and moral beliefs. Moral
injury occurs when you feel unable to take what you believe to
be an ethically appropriate or right course of action, including
avoiding wrongdoing or harm, because of institutionalized
obstacles. With time, moral distress can lead to moral injury.

13
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How to deal with the Apathy Trap?

First of all, prevention and management of the Apathy Trap truly
is a leadership responsibility. Good organizational leadership and
management support designers to work hard and work efficiently,
maximizing the designers’ and the organizations’ achievement and
satisfaction.

Luckily, there are many things you can do yourself to prevent it
from taking hold.

Tool: Empathy-meter

Why?

The Apathy Trap develops over time, but you can spot the signs
early if you know where to look for. The Empathy-meter helps you
to watch out for the signs so you can work on preventing it.

When?

Check your empathy levels at a regular basis. For example every
month. Or at the start or end of each project, take a moment to
reflect on your current state.

Who?

Each teammember. You can do this on your own or with your
team. You’re surrounded by people who recognize this, so don’t be
ashamed to discuss and be open about it. Your teammates might
be experiencing the same. Make time to talk to each other about
it.

https://www.bettersocialdesign.com/empathyfordesigners

Step 1: Check yourself
Take a moment to reflect on your current state. You can do this
on your own or with your team. Are you feeling these symptoms?

feelings of helplessness and powerlessness

reduced feelings of empathy and sensitivity

feeling overwhelmed and exhausted by work demands
feeling detached, numb and emotionally disconnected
loss of interest in activities you used to enjoy

increased anxiety, sadness, anger and irritability
difficulty concentrating and making decisions

difficulty sleeping and sleep disturbances like nightmares
physical symptoms like headaches, nausea, upset stomach
and dizziness

increased conflict in personal relationships

neglect of your own self-care

withdrawal and self-isolation

an increase in substance use as a form of self-medication

Step 2: Ask yourself
Ask yourself these questions. You can also interview your
teammate using these questions:

e Do you feel like you are unable to do the right thing?

e Do you feel like your values are being compromised or under-
mined?

e Do you feel like you are unable to meet your professional ob-
ligations or be the kind of professional you know you should
be?

e Are you faced with new or extremely complex issues that are
ethically challenging, and you are unsure how to move for-
ward?

e Have you found yourself becoming more easily frustrated
with work lately?

e Are you more cynical than you used to be?

14
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Stap 3: Rank yourself
Are you feeling a handful of these symptoms and did you answer

yes to one of these questions, you may be heading towards or are
already trapped in the Apathy trap. Use the thermometer to fill out

how you are doing.

e Red is when you are
already in the Apathy
Trap.

e Orange is when you

above.

and everything is OK.

https://www.bettersocialdesign.com/empathyfordesigners

start answering yes to
some of the questions

e Green is when you are
feeling sympathy, you
are able to empathize

Step 4: Take care of yourself

Discuss your ranking with your collegeaus and create a plan to get
your empathy level back to green. The next tips can be helpful if
you ranking is orange or red:

e Develop a self-care plan (nutrition, sleep, exercise) and create
time for and engage in activities such as keeping a journal,
attending a virtual yoga session, or taking a walk at least once a
day.

e Seek support from a variety of resources as needed:
colleagues, a leader, a mentor, a virtual peer support group,
and/or significant other.

e Share experiences (of distress, guilt, sense of unfairness)
at team meetings; communicate and exchange stories with
colleagues about individual and collective experiences.

e Seek help from an employee assistance program or provincial
physician health program if required.

e If you find yourself shutting down instead of reaching out,
recognize that and make an effort to connect with a colleague
instead.

Last but not least, check on your teammates. If you work remotely,
it can be especially easy to miss if someone is more isolated than
usual. Are they more cynical, numb or angry than before? Ask
them how they feel and discuss the Apathy Trap, they might be
falling. We need to avoid burdening the person who is suffering
with further guilt and shame! They should not shoulder their
suffering alone. We should support our colleagues to maximize
their resilience while at the same time seeking to navigate the
increasingly complex culture and improve the efficiency of the
systems in which we work.

EMPATHY
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Designer Story

When I started working in the innovation lab for youth care, I had so
much energy and enthusiasm. I guess looking back you could say I was
pretty much wearing my super hero cape all day, every day. I could only
see opportunities for improving youth care. In the beginning I knew
nothing, so everything was possible. I saw everything with fresh eyes.
One day I witnessed something that still haunts me. I was working on
an assignment with a specialist youth care organization when suddenly
a four-year-old child started crying heartbreakingly. I looked over. 1
saw a woman, a mother, gently walking away crying I saw another
woman, taking the child with her. In a flash it hit me: this child had
Just been handed over to child protection. Pregnant myself at the time,
hormones running through my body. I was going crazy. The child kept
crying, screaming, it broke my heart. I could see ham. There was no one
taking hum on his lap, no one giving him a hug, no sweet words. 1 felt
like I needed to hug ham. I looked at my colleague, and she nodded you
can’t. I didn’t. I was in shock.

T hroughout the years and afier several of these types of experiences, it
started fading away, my enthusiasm. ..

https://www.bettersocialdesign.com/empathyfordesigners

The invitation

This new theory is our own practical interpretation of empathy and
its pitfalls within our own qualitative research. We look forward to
opening up the discussion with everyone who is interested. This is
too important, it is time for ‘empathy for designers’.

Please, do contact us with your thoughts or questions.
Thank you so much for reading!

Gabriela Aguirrezabal
gabriela@bettersocialdesign.com

Eva Becking
eva@burobecking.nl
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Tool: Proximity Mapping
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Why?

To avoid the Proximity Bias. This tool isn’t going to tell you

whether or not you’re the right person for the job. But:

e It will help you to discuss this on your team or decide
for yourself by addressing the relevant signals and
factors to take into account.

e  You might learn something from your team members
you didn’t know before.

e  Your team will benefit from it because these tools help
create awareness about what everyone is working on.

e |tis good for team building because of the personal
stories shared and also reveals the tacit knowledge
in your team either from own experiences or past
projects.

e |t helps the designers and researchers who will work
on the topic feel less alone.

When?
At the start of a project, but also during the project.

Who?
All team members (even the ones that do not have time for
the project).

Step 1: Share a briefing of the new project
with each member of the team. Give them
some time to dive into it, to see what

the project is about, to learn about the
stakeholders and to find out if your team
members experience sympathy, distress or
indifference.

Step 2: Discuss the new project within the
team, let each member of the team tell
about their own findings, experiences and
beliefs concerning the topic. You can use the
questions to facilitate this discussion. During
this discussion each member keeps track

of the red flags and signs of sympathy they
notice.

Step 3: Discuss how far or how close each
one is to the subject matter. Ideally you are
neither too far nor too close. Plot yourself on
the proximity map. Decide as a team who is
the right person, or are the right persons, for
the job.

Red Flags

Too close:

Someone is already explaining what the problem (and best solution) is.

Someone has very strong beliefs and assumptions about the specific matter

Someone is part of the user group, or someone’s relative or friend is and is suffering as a result of this
Someone is part of a group of stakeholders with strong conflicting interests

Someone labels the experiences of the interviewees as nonsense, or ‘they don’t get it’

Someone is using their own insights as a benchmark and constantly comparing them (I recognize this,
| had the same experience, this is true ‘cause I've seen this’)

e Someone is excluding a set of stakeholders, because they don’t have anything meaningful to add, or

because he already knows what their perspective is.

Too far:

e Someone has a strong dislike or opinion about the issue or the user group (could also be the case

when someone is too close)
Someone has no sympathy for issue nor user

Someone has never heard of the issue and has never met anyone from the user group in their daily live
Someone who is afraid of or very uncomfortable with the user group
The user group is uncomfortable with the characteristics of the researcher

Questions

e Can you tell a personal experience related to this topic?

Do you know anyone that is part of the user group, is he or she close

to you?

Are you curious about this topic?

Are you part of the user group or one of the stakeholders?

What do you think about this topic?

Do you think the users are comfortable sharing their needs and fears

with you?

e Have you ever done a project related to this and can you share your
lessons learned?

 too far T

the subject matter

www.empathy.podia.com




Tool: Empathy-meter
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Why?

The Apathy Trap develops over time, but you can
spot the signs early if you know where to look for. The
Empathy-meter helps you to watch out for the signs
so you can work on preventing it.

When?

Check your empathy levels at a regular basis. For
example every month. Or at the start or end of
each project, take a moment to reflect on your
current state.

Who?

Each teammember. You can do this on your own or with your team. You’re
surrounded by people who recognize this, so don’t be ashamed to discuss
and be open about it. Your teammates might be experiencing the same.
Make time to talk to each other about it.

Step 1: Check yourself

Take a moment to reflect on your current state. You
can do this on your own or with your team. Are you
feeling these symptoms?

feelings of helplessness and powerlessness
reduced feelings of empathy and sensitivity
feeling overwhelmed and exhausted by work
demands

feeling detached, numb and emotionally dis-
connected

loss of interest in activities you used to enjoy
increased anxiety, sadness, anger and irritabil-
ity

difficulty concentrating and making decisions
difficulty sleeping and sleep disturbances like
nightmares

physical symptoms like headaches, nausea,
upset stomach and dizziness

increased conflict in personal relationships
neglect of your own self-care

withdrawal and self-isolation

an increase in substance use as a form of
self-medication

O0O0OO0O O OO 0O O o0o0o

Step 2: Ask yourself
Ask yourself these questions. You can also
interview your teammate using these questions:

O Do you feel like you are unable to do the
right thing?

O Do you feel like your values are being com-
promised or undermined?

O Do you feel like you are unable to meet your
professional obligations or be the kind of
professional you know you should be?

O Are you faced with new or extremely com-
plex issues that are ethically challenging,
and you are unsure how to move forward?

O Have you found yourself becoming more
easily frustrated with work lately?

O Are you more cynical than you used to be?

Step 4: Take care of yourself

Discuss your ranking with your collegeaus and create a plan to get your empathy level back to green. The
next tips can be helpful if you ranking is orange or red:

e Develop a self-care plan (nutrition, sleep, exercise) and create time for and engage in activities such as
keeping a journal, attending a virtual yoga session, or taking a walk at least once a day.
e  Seek support from a variety of resources as needed: colleagues, a leader, a mentor, a virtual peer

support group, and/or significant other.

e Share experiences (of distress, guilt, sense of unfairness) at team meetings; communicate and
exchange stories with colleagues about individual and collective experiences.

e Seek help from an employee assistance program or provincial physician health program if required.

e If you find yourself shutting down instead of reaching out, recognize that and make an effort to connect

with a colleague instead.

Stap 3: Rank yourself

Are you feeling a handful of these symptoms and did you answer yes to
one of these questions, you may be heading towards or are already in the
Apathy Trap. Use the thermometer to fill out how you are doing.

e Red is when you are already in the Apathy Trap.
Orange is when you start answering yes to some of the
questions above.

e Green is when you are feeling sympathy, you are able to
empathize and everything is OK.

Notes:
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