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Introduction Empathy is the ability to understand and share the feelings, thoughts, and attitudes 
of another person. It is the key to creating value for multiple stakeholders. While 
we often ask customers and other stakeholders directly what they want, in many 
cases they cannot tell us what they want. They might try to tell us, but there are 
two problems with asking direct questions about their wants, needs, and desires. 

• First, they often do not fully understand their own decisions or behaviors. 

• Second, they often do not know what specific solutions will address their needs 
and sometimes the solution hasn’t been invented yet. 

So how do you gain a deeper understanding of your stakeholders? One tool that 
has proven useful for a variety of situations is the empathy map.1 An empathy map 
is a visual technique for depicting what a person sees, hears, thinks and feels, says 
and does and identifies their biggest pain points and potential gains. 

While empathy maps are often used for product and service design, they are 
equally useful for stakeholder-centered organization and management system 
design. Effective organization or management design depends on an in-depth 
understanding of the key stakeholders of the particular system or process being 
designed. Have you been surprised by the announcement of a new organization 
policy? Have you ever thought, “what were they thinking?” What did you say to 
your coworkers? What did you say to your boss? What did you do? If just a little 
more time was taken consulting key stakeholders as part of the purpose and 
requirements component of the design process, some of these surprises and 
missteps could be prevented or mitigated.

1Osterwalder, A. & Pigneur, Y. (2010). Business Model Generation. John Wiley & 
Sons: Hoboken, New Jersey  
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While there is a wide variety of formats for an empathy map, the format below 
captures the thoughts from the stakeholder interviews and focus groups in six cells 
that are aligned with the “flow” from experience with the organization to behavior. 

This six-cell format helps you think about the connections and logic between the 
three major pieces (a) what they hear and see or the input (organization 
experience); (b) what they think or the processing that includes both rationale and 
emotional dimensions (head + heart); and (c) what they then say and do based on 
their thinking and feelings about their experiences (behavior).

For more information on empathy maps: 

• Search the internet for “empathy map” and select “images” and you will see 
numerous examples. 

• Check out the blog post at: http://www.copyblogger.com/empathy-maps/

Experiences Head + Heart Behaviors

What they SEE What they THINK What they DO

What they HEAR How they FEEL What they SAY
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Experiences Head + Heart Behaviors

SEE

• What do you see at work? 
• What do you see your boss do? 
• What do you see your coworkers do? 
• What do you see your customers do? 
• What do you see your competitors do?
• What do you see your friends, family, and 

community members do?

THINK

• What do you think about what you see and hear at 
work? 

• What do you think about what your boss and 
coworkers do and say?

• What do you think about what your customers and 
competitors do and say?

• What do you think about what your friends, family, 
and community members do and say?  

DO

• Based on your thoughts and feelings about what you 
see and hear at work (including boss and coworkers) 
what do you do?

• Based on your thoughts and feelings about what you 
see and hear your customers and competitors say 
and do what do you do?

• Based on your thoughts and feelings about what you 
see and hear your friends, family, and community 
members say and do what do you do?

HEAR

• What do you hear at work? 
• What do you hear your boss say? 
• What do you hear your coworkers say? 
• What do you hear your customers say? 
• What do you hear your competitors say?
• What do you hear your friends, family, and 

community members say?  

FEEL

• When you think about what you see and hear at 
work (including boss and coworkers) how does that 
make you feel? 

• When you think about what you see and hear your 
customers and competitors say and do how does 
that make you feel? 

• When you think about what you see and hear your 
friends, family, and community members say and 
do how does that make you feel?

SAY

• Based on your thoughts and feelings about what you 
see and hear at work (including boss and coworkers) 
what do you say?

• Based on your thoughts and feelings about what you 
see and hear your customers and competitors say 
and do what do you say?

• Based on your thoughts and feelings about what you 
see and hear your friends, family, and community 
members say and do what do you say?
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Experiences Head + Heart Behaviors
SEE THINK DO

HEAR FEEL
SAY

PAIN
GAIN ???© Organization Design StudioTM Ltd. | 2015 | All Rights Reserved

Empathy Map Facilitation Sequence

1. Start Here! 
Work on what they
SEE & HEAR together
as one step.

2. Then work on
what they THINK
about what they
see and hear.

3. Next work on
how they FEEL
about what they 
think…

4. Then work on  
what they DO and
SAY together as one
step based on what 
they think and feel.

5. Based on the previous
four steps, identify the
fears, challenges, etc.

6. Based on the previous
steps, identify their
wants, needs, desires…

7. Address any issues 
that were not covered 
in the previous steps.
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Facilitation Developing empathy maps can be done with individuals or groups. In some cases, 
individual interviews are conducted, and the interviewer captures notes for each 
empathy map area. Other times, small groups collectively develop empathy maps 
using flip charts and sticky notes. With a group, the empathy map becomes a 
collective profile of the group. Both are useful for designing products, processes, 
and projects. 

Facilitator

• Provides instructions to the individual/group and describes the process.

• Sets the parameters and context. What specific product, process, or project 
is the focus of this empathy map.

• Modifies the empathy map questions to fit the specific context - as needed.     

• Asks the questions in the sequence identified on the previous page. Once 
the energy starts to die down move to the next step. 

• Guides the process and clarifies process issues. 

• Intervenes as necessary to keep the process moving. 

Materials 

• Flip chart paper - preferably with a “sticky strip” on the back for hanging on 
the wall. For groups one flip chart for each empathy map column works 
well. 

• Sticky notes in a variety of colors. In group situations have one color per 
person. This makes it easier to “connect the dots” later in the analysis phase. 

• Sharp Tip Markers (black)
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Experiences Head + Heart Behaviors
SEE THINK DO

HEAR FEEL
SAY

PAIN
GAIN ???© Organization Design StudioTM Ltd. | 2015 | All Rights Reserved
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Organization Design 
Studio, Ltd.

Create the 
Organization You 
Really Want and 
Society Needs!TM

The Organization Design StudioTM is a digital media, education, and design firm 
helping leaders create the organizations they really want.

Our work is focused on developing organization architects of all types including 
leaders of existing organizations, entrepreneurs or leaders of new and emerging 
organizations, and the consultants (internal and external) who help them. Two 
award-winning, peer-reviewed frameworks developed by the founder John Latham 
provide the foundation for becoming a successful organization architect. 

The “complete” organization architect is both leader and designer. The Leadership 
Framework for Organization ArchitectsTM provides a flexible approach to 
developing your own approach to leading the process of organization design and 
transformation. The Design Framework for Organization ArchitectsTM provides a 
flexible process for the design or redesign of organization systems. Together they 
are the basis for creating or recreating the organization that you really want.

There are three ways to engage with us. The first step is to explore the online 
learning center that contains publicly available articles and a free member library 
with free eBooks on leadership and organization design. If these resources are all 
you need then that it great and we will continue to add more online resources, so 
keep coming back soon and often. If you decide you need more, you can bring 
one of our leading transformation workshops to your organization develop your 
team’s skills at leading organization design and change. In these “workshops” 
participants learn by doing real work. We also offer coaching, training, and 
support for custom design projects. 

Visit our online learning center at OrganizationDesignStudio.com
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