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This	paper	introduces	empathic	design	as	a	framework	and	a	strategy	that	can	be	adopted	
by	 the	 emerging	 field	 of	 experience	 design	 (XD)	 to	 create	 meaningful	 experiences	
connected	with	 people’s	 lives	 and	 needs.	 The	 paper	 presents	 the	 rationale	 behind	 the	
emergence	 of	 empathic	 design,	 the	 traits	 that	 characterize	 this	 approach	 to	 design,	 a	
collection	 of	 empathic	 design	 methods	 and	 practices,	 and	 a	 critical	 discussion	 of	 the	
limitations	of	empathy	 in	design.	Methodologically,	 this	paper	 is	based	on	a	 systematic	
literature	 review	 on	 empathic	 design,	 human-centred	 design,	 and	 empathy,	 which	 is	
synthesized	and	focused	its	application	in	experience	design.	Ultimately,	this	paper	intends	
to	contribute	to	the	broader	discussion	of	how	traditional	design	practices	are	adapting	
and	evolving	to	respond	to	new	realities,	and	how	new	design	paradigms	are	needed	to	
address	the	very	complex	challenges	that	we	face	in	the	21st	century.	
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Introduction	
In	recent	decades,	as	Western	societies	move	towards	a	post-industrial	era,	the	scope	and	focus	of	design	
have	changed	from	creating	functional	and	aesthetically	pleasing	artefacts	to	tailoring	meaningful	human-
centred	experiences.	In	this	new	scenario,	design	is	expected	to	create	value	by	improving,	enriching,	and	
helping	people	make	sense	of	their	experience	within	the	built	environment,	which	implies	that	designers	are	
required	to	have	a	profound	understanding	of	users	so	that	they	can	create	meaningful	experiences	mediated	
by	products,	environments,	services,	and	systems	(Krippendorff,	2006;	Sanders	&	Stappers,	2008;	Norman,	
2014;	Davis,	2016).		

Whereas	in	most	of	the	20th	century	“hard	skills”	were	appreciated	and	needed	to	design	new	products,	
messages,	and	environments,	in	the	post-industrial	scenario	of	the	21st	century,	the	so-called	“soft	skills”	are	
becoming	increasingly	important	to	create	experiences	that	connect	meaningfully	with	people’s	lives	and	
dreams.	Among	the	broad	set	of	“soft	skills,”	empathy	has	been	gaining	attention	since	the	late-1990’s	when	
companies	realized	that	they	needed	a	closer	and	a	more	sensitive	relationship	with	their	customers,	which	
led	to	the	emergence	of	people-centred	approaches	to	design	(Sanders,	2006).	This	shift	has	favoured	the	
appearance	of	design	approaches,	methods,	and	techniques	that	place	people	at	the	centre	of	the	process	
such	as	user-centred	design,	human-centred	design,	participatory	design,	and	empathic	design	(Liem	&	
Sanders,	2013;	Steen,	2012;	IDEO,	2011).	
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This	paper	presents	empathic	design	as	a	framework	and	a	strategy	that	can	be	adopted	by	the	emerging	field	
of	experience	design	(XD)	to	gain	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	human	condition	and,	consequently,	create	
experiences	that	meet	people’s	needs,	preferences,	expectations,	and	aspirations.	

The	Seeds	of	Empathic	Design	
As	technologies	have	matured	and	basic	needs	have	been	satisfied	in	most	Western	urban	environments,	the	
demand	for	more	meaningful	experiences	has	increased	(Koskinen	and	Battarbee,	2003).	This	increasing	
demand	in	the	last	two	decades	has	motivated	a	movement	toward	context-sensitive	design	(i.e.,	human-
centred	design	approaches)	as	a	response	to	the	limited	perspective	that	practitioners	and	organizations	used	
to	have	about	people’s	lives	(Kouprie	and	Sleeswijk	Visser,	2009).	These	changes	marked	a	transition	in	how	
industries	and	designers	conceived	their	relationships	with	the	people	they	served,	which	in	turn	transformed	
how	they	approached,	got	involved	with,	and	understood	these	same	people	(users	and	stakeholders).	

As	Sanders	points	out,	“designers	have	been	moving	increasingly	closer	to	the	future	users	of	what	they	
design”	(2008,	p.	5),	which	has	impacted	design	philosophies,	values,	methods,	and	practices.	In	this	emerging	
scenario,	roles	have	changed	and	evolved.	Designers	have	become	explorers	of	people’s	realities,	and	people	
have	become	partners	and	experts	of	their	own	experiences	(Postma,	2012;	Michlewski,	2008).	Adopting	these	
new	roles	has	required	from	designers	the	development	of	new	skill	sets,	in	which	empathy	is	fundamental	as	
it	allows	for	rationally	understanding	and	emotionally	connecting	with	other	people’s	lives	and	circumstances	
(Segal	&	Fulton	Suri,	1997).	

Empathy	and	Design	
Empathy,	the	ability	to	feel	and	understand	other’s	emotions	and	circumstances,	is	considered	a	fundamental	
skill	for	designers	to	acquire	an	in-depth	understanding	of	people	(i.e.,	end-users	and	other	stakeholders)	so	
that	products,	services,	environments,	systems,	and	experiences	meet	human	needs,	expectations,	and	
aspirations.	Likewise,	empathy	is	integral	to	the	design	process	since	it	enables	practitioners	to	approach	other	
people’s	realities	and	perspectives,	to	uncover	insights,	and	to	develop	solutions	informed	and	inspired	by	
people’s	experiences	and	behaviour.	Additionally,	empathy	has	been	described	as	an	ability	that	promotes	
“people-centred”	innovation,	and	as	a	competency	that	is	deemed	crucial	to	dealing	with	the	complex	socio-
technical	issues	that	humanity	faces	in	the	21st	century	(Brown,	2009;	Brown	&	Katz,	2011;	Howe,	2013;	IDEO,	
2011;	d.school,	2010;	Plattner	et	al.,	2012;	Norman,	2014;	Kouprie	&	Sleeswijk	Visser,	2009;	Dandavate	et	al.,	
1996;	Carroll	et	al.,	2010;	Sanders,	2006a).	

According	to	Goldman	and	colleagues,	empathy	helps	designers	to	move	“beyond	[their]	egocentric	views	of	
the	world	and	no	longer	design	based	on	their	own	needs,	desires,	experiences	or	preferences”	(2012,	p.	18).	
By	considering	other	people’s	perspectives	while	keeping	their	focus	on	the	design	problem,	designers	can	
uncover	users’	needs	and	requirements,	identify	and	balance	possible	conflicting	demands,	and	design	
satisfactory	solutions	that	are	functional,	understandable,	usable,	and	enjoyable	(IDEO,	2011;	Norman,	2013).	

For	Thomas	and	McDonagh,	empathy	is	a	critical	component	in	current	design	approaches,	as	it	allows	for	the	
generation	of	holistic	design	solutions	that	address	the	functional	and	emotional	needs	of	people.	This	holistic	
approach	is	possible	thanks	to	empathy,	which	“enables	designers	to	gain	intimate	insights	and	understanding	
into	human	experiences”	(2013,	p.	3).	Likewise,	Altay	(2014)	argues	that	the	practice	of	human-centred	design	
requires	empathy,	as	it	increases	designers’	awareness	of	how	diverse	people	interact	and	experience	their	
social	environments.	According	to	the	author,	this	awareness	is	achieved	by	interacting	with	users,	sharing	
their	everyday	experiences,	and	inviting	them	to	participate	in	the	design	process.	

Likewise,	some	authors	argue	that	empathy	is	especially	crucial	in	human-centred	design	when	designers	have	
less	in	common	with	the	populations	for	which	they	are	designing	and	when	they	have	little	or	no	experience	
in	the	contexts	and	situations	that	frame	the	design	problem.	For	instance,	Carmel-Gilfilen	and	Portillo	(2016)	
suggest	that	skills	associated	with	empathy	like	listening,	observation,	and	attention	to	the	human	experience	
are	particularly	essential	in	the	context	of	health-care	design.	Additionally,	Lee	(2012)	highlights	the	
importance	of	empathy	when	designing	for	older	adults,	as	it	helps	in	dislodging	designers’	preconceptions	
and	prejudices,	and	build	an	emotional	commitment	with	them.	As	stated	by	Lee,	these	changes	in	the	
designers’	mindset	can	lead	to	reframing	the	design	problem	and	proposing	more	successful	design	concepts.	
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A	key	player	in	communicating	the	importance	of	empathy	in	design	has	been	the	international	design	
consultancy	IDEO.	This	firm	pioneered	the	use	of	human-centred	design	methods	and	influenced	the	inception	
of	an	empathic	approach	to	design	(Battarbee	et	al.,	2014,	Mattelmäki,	Vaajakallio	&	Koskinen,	2013).	For	
instance,	in	one	IDEO’s	toolkits,	empathy	is	presented	as	a	strategy	and	an	ability	that	enables	design	teams	to	
create	products,	services,	and	systems	that	reflect	a	deep	understanding	of	people’s	problems	and	realities	
(IDEO,	2011).	According	to	this	publication,	empathy	for	users	emerges	when	designers	use	qualitative	
research	methods	to	uncover	insights,	evaluate	people’s	response	to	proposed	solutions,	and,	especially,	
understand	people’s	behaviour.	Building	this	understanding	enables	designers	to	“identify	physical,	cognitive,	
social	and/or	cultural	needs	that	we	[designers]	can	meet	through	the	products,	services	and	experiences	we	
create”	(IDEO,	2011,	p.	68).	

In	conclusion,	authors	agree	in	considering	empathy	a	fundamental	ability	in	current	approaches	to	design,	
since	it	allows	designers	to	transcend	their	assumptions	and	egocentrism,	get	immersed	into	the	lives	of	users	
and	stakeholders,	and	uncover	their	latent	needs	and	expectations.	Also,	it	is	instrumental	for	designers	in	
building	an	emotional	connection	and	a	deep	understanding	of	people’s	reality,	which	is	of	particular	
importance	to	design	for	a	diverse	range	of	users	in	contexts	that	are	new	to	the	design	team.	

Empathic	Design	
Empathic	design	is	a	branch	of	human-centred	design	that	aims	at	building	a	cognitive	and	affective	
understanding	of	people	(potential	users	and	stakeholders)	for	the	development	of	concepts,	products,	
services,	strategies,	and	systems.	This	approach	has	its	roots	in	design	practices	that	focus	on	people’s	daily	
experiences,	emotions,	behaviours,	and	desires	(Postma,	Zwartkruis-Pelgrim,	Daemen,	&	Du,	2012;	Wright	&	
McCarthy,	2008;	Mattelmäki,	Vaajakallio,	&	Koskinen,	2013;	Battarbee,	Fulton	Suri,	&	Gibbs,	2014).	

Empathic	design	comprises	methods	and	techniques	that	help	design	teams	to	uncover	people’s	latent	needs,	
expectations,	aspirations,	and	preferences.	These	methods	aim	at	understanding	people’s	emotions	and	life	
experiences	to	inform	and	inspire	the	design	process.	They	involve	collecting	and	analyzing	data	from	people’s	
everyday	lives	through	the	designer’s	immersion	and	direct	interaction	with	potential	users	and	stakeholders	
to	provide	a	unique	perspective	based	on	people’s	experiences	and	emotions	that	enrich	and	complement	the	
insights	uncovered	by	other	methods	of	inquiry	such	as	market	research	(Battarbee	et	al.,	2014;	Leonard	&	
Rayport,	1997;	Mattelmäki	et	al.,	2013;	Fulton	Suri,	2003;	Postma	et	al.,	2012).	

Origins	and	Evolution	of	Empathic	Design	
The	first	mention	of	empathic	design	was	in	1991	when	Professor	Dorothy	Leonard-Barton,	a	researcher	on	
innovation	and	creativity	at	Harvard	Business	School,	published	“Inanimate	Integrators:	A	Block	of	Wood	
Speaks”	in	the	Design	Management	Journal.	This	article	discussed	the	use	of	models	and	prototypes	to	foster	
effective	communication	in	the	product	development	process.	Leonard-Barton	mentioned	empathic	design	for	
the	first	time	when	discussing	strategies	to	communicate	with	potential	users	of	those	new	products	and	
services	in	development.	She	presented	empathic	design	as	a	process	of	gathering	information	about	potential	
users	to	uncover	their	unrecognized	needs	and	desires	(Leonard-Barton,	1991).	The	author	stated	that	
empathic	design	was	inspired	by	the	work	of	renown	industrial	designer	Henry	Dreyfuss,	who	advocated	for	an	
approach	to	design	based	on	“[direct]	experience,	observation,	and	research”	(Dreyfuss,	1955,	p.	65).	

Another	important	influencer	of	empathic	design	was	Bill	Moggridge,	co-founder	of	the	international	design	
consultancy	IDEO	and	former	director	of	the	Cooper-Hewitt	Design	Museum	in	New	York.	According	to	
Battarbee	and	colleagues	(2014),	in	the	1970s	Moggridge’s	studio	introduced	the	observation	of	people	and	
their	context	as	a	method	for	informing	their	design	work.	When	Moggridge’s	studio	merged	with	other	firms	
to	form	IDEO	in	1991,	this	human-centred	approach	was	adopted	by	the	newly	created	consultancy	(Battarbee	
et	al.,	2014).	Mattelmäki,	Vaajakallio,	and	Koskinen	(2013)	also	acknowledge	the	influence	of	IDEO	in	the	
inception	of	empathic	design	in	the	mid-	and	late-nineties	and	identify	other	influencers	such	as	Liz	Sanders	at	
SonicRim,	Patrick	Jordan	at	Philips,	and	Dorothy	Leonard-Barton	at	Harvard	Business	School.	Additionally,	the	
authors	argue	that	empathic	design	originated	from	the	human-centred	design	community	as	part	of	“a	larger	
movement	toward	context-sensitive	design”	(Mattelmäki	et	al.,	2013,	p.	68).	

According	to	Kouprie	and	Sleeswijk	Visser	(2009),	this	movement	was	a	response	to	the	limited	information	
that	current	methods	offered	about	the	experience,	situation,	and	emotions	of	users,	which	in	turn	limited	the	
designer’s	capacity	to	innovate	and	develop	new	and	successful	products.	The	user-centred	perspective	
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brought	by	this	movement	was	embraced	by	the	business	community,	which	saw	in	these	new	approaches	an	
opportunity	to	strengthen	the	connection	with	their	customers	at	an	emotional	level	(Postma	et	al.,	2012).	
Since	its	emergence,	empathic	design	has	evolved	and	has	influenced	other	approaches	to	design.	Initially,	
empathic	design	intended	to	make	sense	of	the	human	experience	with	the	purpose	to	inform	and	inspire	the	
design	process.	Later,	it	involved	users	more	actively	through	co-design	and	participatory	design	methods	and	
recently	has	been	used	to	foster	imagination	and	explore	and	build	possible	alternate	futures.		

Likewise,	empathic	design	has	spread	and	influenced	the	work	of	people	working	in	places	such	as	Aalto	
University	in	Finland;	TU/Delft,	TU/Eindhoven,	and	Philips	in	The	Netherlands;	Carnegie	Mellon	University,	
Ohio	State	University,	University	of	Illinois,	IDEO,	and	SonicRim	in	the	United	States;	The	Hong	Kong	
Polytechnic	and	Tongji	University	in	China;	Politecnico	di	Milano	in	Italy;	and	Universidade	Federal	do	Rio	de	
Janeiro	in	Brazil	(Mattelmäki	et	al.,	2013;	Sanders	&	Dandavate,	1999;	Battarbee	et	al.,	2014;	Ho,	Ma	&	Lee,	
2011;	Cipolla	&	Bartholo,	2014).	

Characteristics	of	Empathic	Design	
Empathic	design	is	characterized	by	proposing	a	balance	between	rationality	and	emotion	(Postma	et	al.,	
2012).	Several	authors	argue	that	designing	under	this	framework	requires	finding	equilibrium	between	the	
affective	involvement	of	empathizing	with	another’s	experience	and	the	cognitive	process	of	analyzing	it	
(Kouprie	&	Sleeswijk	Visser,	2009;	Battarbee	et	al.,	2014).	For	Postma	and	colleagues,	this	balance	implies	
combining	“objective	observation	of	people	behaviour	with	more	“subjective”	interpretations	of	“what	people	
think,	feel	and	dream”	(2012,	p.	60).	As	Fulton	Suri	points	out,	“through	observation,	we	become	informed,	
and	through	empathy,	the	human	connection,	we	are	inspired	to	imagine	new	and	better	possibilities	for	
people”	(2003,	p.	54).	

Another	important	characteristic	of	empathic	design	is	the	involvement	of	users	and	stakeholders	as	partners	
in	the	design	process.	According	to	Mattelmäki	(2006),	such	participation	requires	the	designer	to	develop	a	
sense	of	respect	and	commitment	to	their	needs	and	to	build	a	holistic	understanding	of	their	experiences.	
From	an	empathic	design	perspective,	users	and	stakeholders	are	considered	“experts	of	their	experiences	and	
crucial	partners	in	building	creative	understanding	of	these	experiences”	(Postma	et	al.,	2012,	p.	60).	

Additional	to	this	balanced	approach	and	respectful	attitude,	empathic	design	is	guided	by	a	set	of	underlying	
theoretical	and	methodological	assumptions	that	Mattelmäki,	Vaajakallio,	and	Koskinen	have	synthesized	in	
the	form	of	“four	key	beliefs”	(2013,	p.	68).	These	assumptions	revolve	around	the	creation	of	meaning	by	
people,	the	discovery	and	interpretation	of	these	meanings	by	designers,	and	the	nature	of	the	methods	used	
in	empathic	design.	These	key	beliefs	are	as	follows:	

1. People	construct	meanings	that	arise	and	change	through	interaction	with	the	environment.	
2. To	explore	these	meanings,	empathic	design	needs	to	be	done	in	real	life,	where	these	meanings	are	

created	and	transformed.	
3. This	meanings	exploration	should	use	design-specific	methods	such	as	visualization,	mockups	making,	

and	storyboarding.	
4. The	research	methods	used	in	empathic	design	are	“visual	and	tactile,	inspiration-enhancing,	

deliberately	cheap	and	low	tech,	playful,	tested	in	reality,	and	targeted	at	the	fuzzy	front	end	of	the	
design	process”	(Mattelmäki,	Vaajakallio,	&	Koskinen,	2013,	p.	69).	

Role	of	the	Designer	in	Empathic	Design	
In	empathic	design,	practitioners	are	expected	to	have	direct	interaction	with	people	(users	and	stakeholders),	
which	means	that	the	designer’s	role	requires	getting	immersed	in	the	user’s	world,	their	lives,	and	
experiences	to	learn	from	them	and	inform	and	inspire	their	designs	(van	Rijn,	Sleeswijk	Visser,	Stappers,	&	
Özakar,	2011).	This	immersion	also	comprises	user	participation,	since	they	are	considered	“experts	on	their	
experience”	(Sleeswijk	Visser,	Stappers,	van	der	Lugt,	&	Sanders,	2005).	As	a	consequence,	designers	are	
expected	to	set	the	stage	for	users	to	participate	and	to	facilitate	activities	for	them	to	share	their	expertise	
with	the	team	(Battarbee	et	al.,	2014,	p.	10).	However,	to	maintain	a	balanced	perspective,	the	user’s	
viewpoint	needs	to	be	combined	with	the	designer’s	personal	insights,	creativity,	vision,	and	experience	
(Kouprie	&	Sleeswijk	Visser,	2009;	Postma	et	al.,	2012).		

These	competencies	are	part	of	the	skill	set	that	empathic	designers	require	according	to	several	authors.	The	
set	is	comprised	of	abilities	such	as	being	open-minded,	aware	of	one's	context,	and	self-aware	about	how	one	
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thinks	and	feels.	Also,	this	empathic	skill	set	includes	the	capacity	to	observe	meticulously,	use	visual	
information	and	tools	of	visual	communication,	and	switch	between	empathizing	and	analyzing	modes	
(Leonard-Barton	&	Rayport,	1997;	Mattelmäki	et	al.,	2013;	Battarbee	et	al.,	2014;	Kouprie	&	Sleeswijk	Visser,	
2009).	

Empathic	Design	Methods	and	Practices	
Perhaps	the	most	transferable	aspects	of	empathic	design	to	experience	design	(XD)	are	the	methods	and	
practices	created	or	adapted	within	this	approach	to	design.	Most	of	these	methods	and	techniques	are	
intended	to	be	used	during	the	research	phase	of	the	design	process,	and	their	primary	purpose	is	to	prompt	
an	empathic	understanding	of	other	people’s	experiences	(Vaajakallio,	2012).	

Empathic	design	methods	are	characterized	by	being	user-centred	(as	they	involve	users	and	stakeholders	at	
different	extents);	visual	and	tactile	(as	they	provide	inspiration	and	a	means	of	communication	to	designers);	
cheap	and	low-tech	(as	they	are	easily	and	quickly	deployed	in	any	context);	interpretive	(as	they	are	intended	
to	make	sense	of	other	people’s	reality),	playful	and	fun	(as	they	offer	opportunities	to	dream	about	alternate	
futures);	tested	in	reality	(as	they	are	used	to	address	real-world	issues);	and	targeted	at	the	fuzzy	front	end	
(as	they	are	most	effective	in	the	early	stages	of	product	development)	(Koskinen,	Mattelmäki,	&	Battarbee,	
2003).	

Even	though	most	methods	are	focused	on	the	research	and	concept	development	stages	of	the	process,	
Leonard	and	Rayport	(1997)	offer	an	overview	of	the	empathic	design	process	that	goes	beyond	these	initial	
phases.	This	process	is	comprised	of	five	steps,	namely,	(1)	observation,	(2)	capturing	data;	(3)	reflection	and	
analysis;	(4)	brainstorming	for	solutions;	and	(5)	developing	prototypes	of	possible	solutions.	In	this	model,	
observation	is	presented	as	the	preferred	method	for	learning	about	users	on	the	basis	that	it	allows	for	
uncovering	their	unarticulated	and	latent	needs.	

Kouprie	and	Sleeswijk	Visser	(2009)	propose	a	four-phase	framework	to	practice	empathy	in	the	design	
process.	This	model	is	based	on	current	literature	in	psychology	and	is	intended	to	support	designers	in	
implementing	empathy	in	their	practice	by	offering	them	a	guide	to	approach,	interact,	and	understand	users	
and	stakeholders.	The	four	phases	proposed	by	the	authors	are	(1)	discovery,	in	which	the	designer	makes	a	
first	contact	with	the	user	that	raises	his	curiosity,	interest,	and	motivation;	(2)	immersion,	in	which	the	
designer	explores	the	user’s	world	to	expand	his	knowledge	and	understanding	of	another’s	experience;	(3)	
connection,	in	which	the	designer	connects	with	the	user	on	an	emotional	level	by	recalling	his	own	feelings	
and	experiences;	and	(4)	detachment,	in	which	the	designer	detaches	from	his	emotional	connection	with	the	
user	to	analyse	and	distil	insights	from	his	immersion.	

The	same	authors	also	propose	a	system	to	classify	a	variety	of	empathic	design	methods	depending	on	the	
purpose	and	phase	of	the	process	in	which	they	can	be	applied.	The	categories	offered	by	these	authors	are	as	
follows:	“(1)	techniques	for	direct	contact	between	designers	and	users	(research);	(2)	techniques	for	
communicating	findings	of	user	studies	to	design	teams	(communication);	and	(3)	techniques	for	evoking	the	
designer’s	own	experiences	in	a	domain	relevant	to	the	user	(ideation)”	(Kouprie	&	Sleeswijk	Visser,	2009;	p.	
439).	

The	first	category—	“techniques	for	direct	contact	between	designers	and	users”—includes	methods	based	on	
user	observation	(e.g.,	observing	users	performing	a	task	at	their	workplace);	designer	immersion	(e.g.,	
spending	the	night	at	the	user’s	home);	and	generative	sessions	(e.g.,	facilitating	a	session	in	which	users	make	
a	collage	that	captures	their	experience	using	public	transit)	(Kouprie	&	Sleeswijk	Visser,	2009;	IDEO,	2011;	
Stappers	&	Sanders,	2003).	

The	second	category—“techniques	for	communicating	findings	of	user	studies	to	design	teams”—involves	
methods	used	when	direct	contact	with	users	is	not	possible.	This	category	includes	storytelling	techniques	
such	as	personas	(i.e.,	fictional	characters	based	on	user	data);	scenarios	(i.e.,	fictional	situations	based	on	
data	from	users	and	context);	and	storyboards	(i.e.,	sequence	of	images	that	represent	specific	situations	in	
the	life	of	a	user).	Such	methods	are	effective	when	they	“convey	the	flavour	of	the	user’s	world,	as	well	as	an	
understanding	of	it”	(Kouprie	&	Sleeswijk	Visser,	2009,	p.	446;	Sleeswijk	Visser,	2009).	

The	third	and	final	category—	“techniques	for	evoking	the	designer’s	own	experiences	in	a	domain	relevant	to	
the	user”—refers	to	methods	that	simulate	the	user’s	reality	so	designers	can	experience	them	and	adopt	
their	perspective.	This	category	includes	role-playing	techniques	such	as	product	handling	(i.e.,	use	of	sample	
products	or	prototypes	by	designers);	experience	prototyping	(i.e.,	simulation	of	the	experience	mediated	by	a	
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product	or	service);	bodystorming	(i.e.,	brainstorming	that	uses	body	and	space);	and	informance	(i.e.,	
informative	performance	of	a	situation	or	behaviour	witnessed	or	researched)	(Kouprie	&	Sleeswijk	Visser,	
2009;	McDonagh-Philp,	2000;	Buchenau	&	Fulton	Suri,	2000;	Moggridge,	2007).	

Another	classification	of	empathic	design	methods	is	offered	by	Jane	Fulton	Suri,	Partner	Emeritus	and	
Executive	Design	Director	at	IDEO,	who	proposes	the	following	three	categories:	(1)	“looking	at	what	people	
do,”	which	includes	techniques	such	as	observing	people	in	their	natural	environment,	and	exposing	potential	
users	to	prototypes	to	observe	their	behaviour;	(2)	“asking	people	to	participate,”	which	includes	techniques	
that	help	to	reveal	people’s	unarticulated	attitudes	and	thoughts	such	as	drawing,	collage-making,	storytelling,	
and	diary-keeping;	and	(3)	“trying	things	ourselves,”	which	includes	immersive	techniques	such	as	role-playing,	
experience	prototyping,	and	simulations	(Fulton	Suri,	2003).	

An	example	of	the	first	category—	“looking	at	what	people	do”—is	the	immersion	of	members	of	the	design	
team	into	the	users’	context,	as	discussed	by	IDEO	in	their	human-centred	Design	Toolkit	(2011).	This	
technique	aims	at	providing	designers	with	an	experiential	understanding	of	the	users’	everyday	life	through	
an	immersive	and	prolonged	exposure	to	their	context	and	experiences.	When	using	this	method,	designers	
spend	two	to	four	of	days	with	members	of	the	community	of	potential	users,	sharing	their	daily	experiences	
in	the	context	in	which	they	live,	work	and	socialize.	According	to	IDEO	“this	kind	of	deep	immersion	gives	us	
[designers]	informed	intuition	that	we	take	back	with	us	to	design	solutions.	We	begin	to	take	on	the	
perspective	of	the	interview	participant	which	enables	us	to	make	design	decisions	with	their	perspective	in	
mind”	(2011,	p.	59).	Also,	this	strategy	allows	designers	to	contrast	what	the	potential	users	say	they	do,	with	
what	they	really	do,	which	might	not	coincide.	

An	example	of	the	second	category—	“asking	people	to	participate”—is	the	use	of	empathy	probes	proposed	
by	Mattelmäki	and	Battarbee	(2002).	This	technique	aims	at	uncovering	what	people	say,	do,	and	make	
(Sanders,	2002)	through	self-documentation.	The	package	given	to	potential	users	includes	a	diary,	a	sheet	of	
stickers	(to	use	on	the	diary),	disposable	camera	with	a	list	of	photos	that	users	need	to	take	(e.g.,	an	object	
they	user	every	day),	and	set	of	cards	with	questions	to	be	answered	depending	on	the	nature	of	the	project.	
The	design	team	analyzes	the	information	collected	by	potential	users,	and	later	conducts	interviews	with	
some	of	them	to	validate	their	preliminary	findings.	This	method	helps	to	promote	empathy	by	providing	the	
design	team	with	a	glimpse	into	the	users’	reality	from	their	perspective.	

An	example	of	the	third	and	last	category,	“trying	things	ourselves,”	is	modelling	everyday	activities	as	a	
person	with	a	disability	as	proposed	by	Thomas,	McDonagh,	and	Strickfaden	(2012).	This	strategy	offers	
designers	the	opportunity	to	undergo	the	challenges	and	experiences	that	a	person	with	a	different	level	of	
ability	encounters	every	day.	An	immersive	technique	is	preferred	when	the	presence	of	the	design	team	into	
the	user’s	world	can	be	intrusive	or	when	time	and	resources	prevent	the	team	from	conducting	extensive	
research	with	external	participants.	When	using	this	method,	designers	execute	everyday	activities	while	
reducing	their	specific	abilities.	For	instance,	designers	can	wear	devices	that	limit	their	range	of	motion,	
obstruct	their	hearing,	or	restrict	their	peripheral	vision.	While	they	are	wearing	these	devices	and	executing	
everyday	activities,	designers	document	their	experiences	in	order	to	reflect	on	them	and	present	findings	to	
the	team	in	a	debriefing	session.	The	purpose	of	this	strategy	is	to	promote	empathy	with	potential	users	who	
represent	physical	disabilities.	

Another	remarkable	example	of	this	third	category	is	offered	by	industrial	designer	and	gerontologist	Pat	
Moore.	In	her	book	Disguised!,	Moore	(1985)	recounts	her	experience	living	and	traveling	for	three	years	
prosthetically	disguised	as	an	elder	woman.	This	empathic	experiment—initiated	when	Moore	was	at	the	age	
of	26—gave	her	an	immersive	experience	of	an	older	adult.	In	an	interview	conducted	by	author	Roman	
Krznaric,	Moore	expressed	her	intention	to	gain	true	empathy	with	this	population	through	total	immersion:	“I	
didn’t	just	want	to	be	an	actress	pretending	to	be	an	elderly	person…	I	wanted	a	true	immersion	character,	an	
empathic	character,	where	I	could	really	walk	in	someone	else’s	shoes”	(Krznaric,	2015,	loc.	69-70).	During	this	
empathic	experiment,	Moore	created	different	personas	to	explore	the	experience	of	elderly	women	of	
diverse	health	and	economic	conditions.	She	visited	more	than	a	hundred	cities	in	disguise,	and	almost	lost	her	
life	after	being	attacked	by	a	gang	on	the	streets	of	New	York	City	(Moore,	1985).	

Limitations	of	Empathic	Design	
Empathic	design	has	limitations	and	is	not	well	suited	for	addressing	every	experience	design	problem.	
According	to	Postma	and	colleagues	(2012),	this	approach	is	most	valuable	in	the	early	stages	of	the	design	
process	when	opportunities	are	being	identified	and	new	concepts	are	being	proposed.	For	Koskinen	and	
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Battarbee	(2003),	the	insights	from	the	user’s	perspective	obtained	through	empathic	design	have	the	most	
value	in	the	“fuzzy	front	end”	of	the	process;	that	is,	in	the	search	for	new	concepts	for	products,	services,	
strategies,	and	systems.	Sanders	reiterates	the	importance	of	empathic	approaches	in	these	early	phases	of	
the	development	process	and	highlights	that	“the	action	in	the	fuzzy	front	end	is	all	about	new	ways	to	
understand	and	to	empathize	with	the	needs	and	dreams	of	people”	(Sanders,	2006,	p.	1).	

Another	limitation	to	empathic	design	is	the	risk	of	running	into	what	has	been	called	the	“empathy	trap;”	that	
is,	focusing	only	on	another’s	needs	while	ignoring	the	designer’s	own	concerns	(Stern	&	Divecha,	2015).	In	the	
case	of	empathic	design,	this	situation	is	seen	when	the	design	team	focuses	only	on	the	user	experience	and	
loses	its	drive	to	find	insights	that	inform	and	inspire	new	products	and	services	(Mattelmäki	et	al.,	2013).	This	
situation	is	often	accompanied	by	the	loss	of	objectivity	and	a	global	frame	of	reference,	which	occurs	when	
designers	establish	a	strong	connection	with	another	person’s	feelings	and	perspectives	(Fulton	Suri,	2003).	
According	to	Segal	and	Fulton	Suri	(1997),	the	key	to	avoiding	this	trap	is	to	maintain	a	balanced	perspective	
by	combining	“loose”	empathic	strategies	with	“strict”	observation	techniques.	However,	keeping	this	balance	
between	an	empathic	and	an	analytic	mindset	may	be	challenging	for	design	teams	and	individuals.	This	
requires	of	self-awareness	and	the	capacity	to	make	the	switch	between	these	two	mindsets	(Battarbee	et	al.,	
2014).		

Another	difficulty	that	empathic	design	poses	to	experience	design	is	the	uncertainty	of	the	process	in	its	early	
stages.	As	the	initial	phase	of	the	process	is	devoted	to	getting	immersed	into	the	user’s	world	and	does	not	
provide	an	immediate	solution	to	the	posed	problem,	designers	and	organizations	may	not	perceive	its	value	
at	first	and	may	be	reluctant	to	embrace	this	approach	(Kouprie	&	Sleeswijk	Visser,	2009).	For	this	reason,	
Kouprie	and	Sleeswijk	Visser	highlight	the	importance	of	motivation	and	willingness	to	pursue	an	empathic	
design	process.	For	them,	“motivation	is	crucial	for	an	effective	process.	When	designers	do	not	see	the	
advantages	of	empathy	in	design,	the	results	can	be	unsatisfying”	(2009,	p.	447).	

For	design	anthropologist	Dori	Tunstall	(2014),	the	use	of	empathy	in	design	strategy	has	serious	limitations.	
Empathy	may	offer	the	designer	an	understanding	and/or	an	emotional	connection	with	people,	but	it	does	
not	necessarily	offer	a	path	to	take	action	for	others.	She	proposes	that	more	than	having	empathy	for	users	
and	stakeholders,	designers	should	have	compassion	and	design	from	a	position	of	caring.	This	approach	
means	for	design	practitioners	to	have	a	“sustained	emotional	investment	in	an	individual’s	well	being,	
characterized	by	a	desire	to	take	actions	that	will	benefit	that	person”	(Tunstall,	2014,	paragraph	4).	

In	an	op-ed	published	in	AIGA	Eye	on	Design	blog,	Lilly	Smith	(2016)	questions	the	use	of	empathy	in	the	
design	and	business	communities.	For	her,	empathy	has	become	a	“buzzword”	that	is	being	used	by	
companies	mostly	as	a	sales	pitch.	She	argues	that	even	if	designers	use	empathy	to	understand	people’s	
needs	and	create	legitimately	better	products,	the	purpose	is	to	sell	those	products.	From	her	perspective,	
empathy	in	business	and	design	is	less	about	compassion	and	more	about	profit.	This	viewpoint	is	summarized	
by	Roman	Krznaric,	who	calls	this	strategy	“empathy	marketing”	and	argues	that	when	businesses	apply	
empathy,	they	are	only	“stepping	into	someone	else’s	shoes	to	sell	them	another	pair”	(as	cited	in	Smith,	
2016).	

Similarly,	Kamil	Michlewski,	author	of	the	book	Design	Attitude,	differentiates	real	empathy	from	that	with	
commercial	purposes,	which	he	calls	“commercial	empathy”	(2008,	p.	383).	He	argues	that	firms	such	as	IDEO	
have	incorporated	a	light	version	of	practices	and	methods	from	anthropology,	psychology,	and	sociology,	
which	fail	to	offer	the	same	in-depth	understanding	shown	by	their	academic	counterparts.	For	Michlewski,	
designers	working	in	these	environments	“exhibit	an	attitude	that	might	be	described	as	commercial	empathy.	
That	is	to	say	they	are	sympathetic	towards	commercially	bound	reference	points	of	their	work”	(2008,	p.	
383).		

Even	designers	who	work	within	this	commercial	framework	recognize	that	empathy	poses	its	own	challenges	
in	the	design	process.	For	instance,	Steve	Selzer,	design	manager	at	Airbnb	and	former	creative	director	at	
Frog	Design,	argues	that	the	human-centred	design	process	requires	not	only	a	deep	understanding	of	others	
through	empathy	but	also	a	deep	understanding	of	oneself	(2015).	Selzer	warns	against	the	“empathy	trap”	
mentioned	before,	in	which	designers	and	researchers	centre	their	attention	only	on	the	user’s	needs	while	
ignoring	their	own	perspectives.	He	proposes	that	an	alternative	to	avoid	such	situations	is	to	acknowledge	
and	understand	one’s	values,	perspectives,	goals,	and	biases	before	trying	to	understand	others	through	
empathy.		
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Likewise,	Dan	Saffer,	vice-president	of	product	at	Mayfield	Robotics	and	former	creative	director	at	Smart	
Design,	claims	that	empathy	is	not	enough	in	human-centred	design,	but	it	needs	to	be	combined	with	an	
objective	understanding	of	the	problem,	and	the	informed	perspective	of	the	designer	(2015).	According	to	
Saffer,	empathy	helps	to	designers	see	a	problem	from	the	user’s	perspective,	but	does	not	help	them	to	see	
the	solution.	For	him,	empathy	is	only	a	stepping	stone	that	helps	designers	moving	from	their	egocentric	
perspectives	to	a	real	understanding	of	people	and	context	

In	sum,	designers	have	acknowledged	the	value	of	empathy	in	the	design	process,	but	there	are	also	voices	
that	warn	about	the	limitations	and	the	pitfalls	of	using	empathy	as	a	design	and	business	strategy.	The	
strongest	criticism	of	this	kind	of	approaches	is	that	they	commodify	empathy	reducing	its	power	to	
strengthen	human	relations,	as	they	adopt	it	as	a	disposable	buzzword	to	increase	sales	and	profits.	

Conclusions	
Based	on	a	systematic	literature	review,	this	paper	presented	and	discussed	empathic	design	as	a	framework	
and	a	strategy	whose	principles,	methods,	and	practices	can	be	adopted	and	applied	by	the	emerging	field	of	
experience	design	(XD)	to	create	meaningful	experiences	connected	with	people’s	lives	and	dreams.	The	paper	
presented	the	rationale	behind	the	emergence	of	empathic	design,	the	traits	that	characterize	this	approach	
to	design,	a	collection	of	empathic	design	methods	and	practices,	and	a	critical	discussion	of	the	limitations	of	
empathy	in	design.	

Even	though	empathic	design	emerged	in	a	context	where	digital	experiences	were	not	as	pervasive	as	they	
are	today,	its	principles,	practices,	and	methods	can	be	very	well	applied	to	their	design,	since	these	are	rooted	
in	a	profound	understanding	of	people’s	daily	experiences,	emotions,	behaviours,	desires,	expectations,	and	
aspirations.	It	is	important,	however,	to	take	into	consideration	the	methodological	and	epistemological	
limitations	of	empathic	design	to	avoid	running	into	common	pitfalls,	such	as	falling	into	the	“empathy	trap,”	
understanding	empathy	at	a	“buzzword	level,”	or	commodifying	empathy	to	sell	things	to	people	instead	of	
addressing	their	real	needs	and	expectations.	

Finally,	this	paper	intends	to	contribute	to	the	broader	discussion	of	how	traditional	design	practices	are	
adapting	and	evolving	to	respond	to	new	realities	and	scenarios,	and	how	new	design	paradigms	are	needed	
to	address	the	very	complex	challenges	that	we	face	in	the	21st	century.	
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