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SAMMANDRAG

Syftet med detta examensarbete är att undersöka hur man blir en empatisk grafisk 
formgivare. Empatisk grafisk formgivning korrelerar med diverse tillgängliga kundcen-
trerade designmetoder som har slutanvändarens intresse i fokus. Det önskade resultatet 
av examensarbetet är dock inte att hitta en alternativ designmetod, utan snarare att un-
dersöka hur man kan tillämpa ett empatiskt förhållningssätt under hela designprocessen.

Empati är ett populärt och aktuellt ämne i dagens snabbt föränderliga samhälle. 
Samhället har ett växande behov av empatiska värderingar, å ena sidan för att glo-
baliseringen medför behov av kommunikation och förståelse för folk från andra kulturer 
och med andra levnadsvanor, och å andra sidan för att empati är en av de viktigaste 
mänskliga faktorerna i en allt mer digitaliserad och automatiserad värld. 

Grafiska formgivare drabbas både av globaliseringen och digitaliseringen. Tidtabeller 
och budgetar stramas åt, samtidigt som kraven på att förmedla budskapet till vitt 
skilda målgrupper förstärks. För att lyckas med den utmaningen krävs förståelse för de 
varierande målgrupperna. 

Empati är förmågan att sätta sig in i andras situation, känslor och avsikter. Människan 
är till naturen i olika mån empatisk, men förmågan kan förbättras med övning. Genom 
att studera den litteratur och forskning som finns inom ämnet empati, utforskar detta 
examensarbete hur man kan träna sin empatiska förmåga och vilka fördelar det medför. 

Examensarbetets slutresultat är ett 12 dagars empatiprogram i form av en mobil 
applikation. Programmet ger dagliga utmaningar till användaren. Utmaningarna är 
olika övningar i empati för grafiska formgivare. Varje utmaning stimulerar de empatiska 
delarna i hjärnan och tränar således användarens empatiska färdighet.

Nyckelord: 
empati, grafisk formgivning, utveckling, metod
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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this thesis is to examine how to become an empathic graphic designer. 
Being an empathic graphic designer correlates to various design methods such as 
human-centered design and participatory design. The desired outcome of the thesis is 
however not to find another design method, but rather to research how to implement an 
empathic approach throughout the whole design process.

Empathy is a current and acknowledged topic in the rapidly changing society of today. 
The society has an increasing need for empathic values, on one hand due to the globaliza-
tion which arise the need of intercultural communication, and on the other hand due to 
empathy being one of the most important human values in an ever more computerized 
and automatized society.

Graphic designers feel the effect of both globalization and automation. They are ex-
pected to automatically be experts in intercultural communication, while simultaneously 
the budgets and timetables are reduced. This is by no means an easy task, and to do this 
successfully there need to be a deep understanding for the end user.

Empathy is a direct understanding of another person’s situation, feelings, and purposes. 
Humans are by nature more or less empathic, and the ability can be developed further 
with adequate training. This thesis is a research into how to become an empathic graphic 
designer, based on various literature reviews and current researches in the field.

The outcome of the thesis is an empathy exercise program, in the form of a mobile 
application. The program delivers daily empathy exercises/tasks for graphic designers 
during a period of 12 days. Each task stimulates the empathic brain and subsequently 
trains the user to become more empathic.

Keywords: 
empathy, graphic design, method, training
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INTRODUCTION

The importance of  empathy has become conspicuous during 
the last decade. Politicians, spiritual leaders, and business gurus 
all emphasize its weight. They write books and give lectures on 
the topic. Now more than ever are empathic values needed, on 
one hand due to globalization which arise the need of  commu-
nication between people with different cultural backgrounds 
and from different circumstances, and on the other hand due to 
empathy being one of  the most important human values in an 
ever more computerized and automatized society. 

Graphic designers feel the effect of  both globalization and 
automation. They are expected to know how to communicate 
with people from far away countries, from widely different 
circumstances, while simultaneously the budgets and timetables 
are reduced. This is by no means an easy task, and if  care will 
not be taken, the consequences can be disastrous. Graphic 
designers are interpreters that visualize information and make it 
understandable. To do this successfully there need to be a deep 
understanding for the end user otherwise there is a big risk for 
failure and mistakes. 

Society is highly visual and the graphic designer has more in-
fluence than meets the eye. Design can manipulate what people 
think, what people read and notice, what people buy, or leave 
unbought. Graphic design can have fundamental importance in 
political election campaigns, in increasing public awareness of  a 
variety of  social issues, and in reflecting contemporary culture.

DEFINITION OF EMPATHY IN SHORT
Empathy is about understanding others by entering their world, 
and seeing things from their point of  view. This ability is of  
great significance, and only by truly understanding the others 
thoughts and behaviour can we be able to communicate effec-
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tively. Intercultural empathy is the relevant understanding of  a 
culture’s values and believes. One does not have to agree with 
those values, only aknowledge and respect them. 

The definition of  empathy is often misunderstood and unclear. 
It is often confused with sympathy or compassion. When ad-
dressing empathy in the context of  graphic design it is most often 
considered from the angle of  provoking empathy in the end user, 
something familiar in the humanitarian sector. In this thesis I 
am addressing the subject from another angel, that of  how we as 
graphic designers can be empathic towards the end user. 

OBJECTIVE OF THE THESIS
I will in this research examine how to become an empathic 
graphic designer, i.e. taking into consideration, and being 
empathic towards, the end user. Being an empathic graphic 
designer correlates to various design methods such as hu-
man-centered methods and participatory design, but is closer to 
a holistic ethnography, although it lacks biased assumptions and 
structured questionnaire. 

The goal of  the research is thus how to awake empathy within 
the professional graphic designer. The literature reviews, obser-
vations and knowledge gained during the research process lead 
to a search for appropriate exercise mode that would be conven-
ient for graphic designers to access and adapt. The main target 
group is freelance graphic designers and designers working in 
small studios. 

Based on the results of  the research, the most appropriate 
approach was found to be an empathy exercise tool, in the form 
of  a mobile application, called “the ECDG–a 12 days Empathy 
Challenge for Graphic Designers”. The application consists of  
a series of  daily exercises, with the scope to awake and train the 
empathic brain in graphic designers.
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RESEARCH METHODS
This thesis is based on the literature and researches currently 
existing in the field of  empathy, as well as tangential fields, such 
as intuition and ethics. Of  all the articles, books and interviews 
studied during the research, three main sources are worth 
mentioning: Empathy in the Global World by Carolyn Calloway-
Thomas (2010), Empathy by Roman Krznaric (2014), and 
Empathy by David Howe (2013). Combined these books offer an 
in depth understanding of  empathy and human behaviour, and 
the potential these have.

In addition to the literature reviews the conclusions of  the thesis 
are drawn based on professional observations and personal 
experience. During my 15 years working as a graphic designer I 
have observed the working methods of  graphic design agencies, 
freelancers and marketing agencies, both big and small, in-
house and external agencies. 

In May 2015 the doctoral dissertation “Intuition unleashed” by 
Asta Raami was published. Raami researched the application 
and development of  intuition in the creative process. Although 
intuition and empathy are in a sense oppositions–intuition 
facing inwards to the self, whereas empathy is opening up to 
the other–researching them as design methods face some of  the 
same problems or obstacles. Raami’s work has therefore been of  
great value when writing this study. 

The visual appearance, the interface, and the content of  the 
mobile application, which are the outcome of  this research, are 
completely based on the findings of  this thesis. One can thus 
claim they are the result of  an empathic approach.

STRUCTURE OF THESIS
The research resulted to be an in depth design process, where 
the introduction can be read as the brief, followed by the 
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literature reviews which represent the design research, and 
finishing with the concept and the design of  a tool to become an 
empathic designer. 

The first chapter investigates the origin and development of  
empathy, as I find it of  fundamental importance on the path to 
becoming an empathic designer. 

The second chapter is a research into the different types of  
empathy and tangential fields.

The third chapter explores different methods in practicing 
empathy in general and how these methods can be adapted 
in the profession of  a graphic designer. Several marketing and 
communication agencies successfully use methods such as design 
thinking, human-centered methods, and participatory design. 
Although all of  these methods include empathic behaviour, I 
will in this thesis only briefly mention those techniques and in 
preference concentrate on the six habits of  highly empathic 
people explained in the book Empathy by Krznaric (2014), and 
how to adapt these habits to the profession of  graphic design.

Alongside the research occurs occasional pages titled Empathy 
Notes In the Margin. These pages are reflections on cases where 
the presence of  empathy can be noticed in one way or another. 
The Empathy Notes In the Margin should be read as isolated in-
stances tangential to the actual research text.
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1. 
ORIGIN OF EMPATHY

 
EMPATHY IS THE ABILITY  

TO WALK IN ANOTHER PERSONS SHOES,  
TO SEE WITH THEIR EYES,  

AND TO FEEL WITH THEIR HEARTS.  
IT IS THE ABILITY TO LISTEN TO WHAT IS NOT BEING SAID.

WHAT IF, THERE WOULD HAVE BEEN NO DARWIN?
When reflecting on today’s modern world it is easy to doubt 
the existence of  empathy in humans. There is an alarming 
increase in wars, arise in popularity in nationalist parties, and 
an unwillingness to help the hundred of  thousands of  refugees 
attempting to enter Europe. Similar behaviours can be observed 
throughout history, and these behaviours have marked humans 
as aggressive, selfish animals. Whereas these acts are very 
common, some consider them to belong to the human nature 
and even obligatory to survive the natural selection. 

In order to better understand human behaviours and examine 
the role and origin of  empathy in humans, this thesis questions 
the existence of  empathy through the eyes of  religion, philoso-
phy and sociology. Would today have looked different if  certain 
ideologies and society changes would not have taken place, or 
had taken a slightly different form? 

The evolutionary theory of  the natural selection was introduced 
by Charles Darwin in his book On the Origin of  Species (1859), 
and has since become so equivalent to the single truth in the 
Western world that it is doubted only by the most religious 
people. One of  Darwin’s compatriots, Herbert Spencer, used 
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the term “survival of  the fittest” to draw parallels between his 
economic theories and Darwin’s biological ones in his book, 
Principles of  Biology (Spencer, 1864). Spencer’s “survival of  the 
fittest” economic theory is claimed to have led to the socio-
logical and political concept that would later be called “social 
Darwinism”. This title was given to various social theories that 
favour competition between individuals in order for the strong 
to overcome the weak. This competition can occur in the form 
of  capitalism, fascism, racism, and struggles between national or 
racial groups–what we call wars.

In response to social Darwinism, Russian anarchist and scientist 
Peter Kropotkin wrote a series of  essays during the period of  
1890–96. These essays were published as a book, Mutual Aid: A 
Factor of  Evolution in 1902. In this Kropotkin argued that coop-
eration and mutual aid are as important–if  not more impor-
tant–than competition in the evolution of  species. Kropotkin 
did not negate the existence of  competition between individuals, 
however stressed that cooperation and mutual support, aid and 
defence had been under-emphasised. 

Kropotkin’s theory did not find supporters until a century 
later. If  it would have, the 20th century would probably have 
had a different outcome. However, evolutionary biologists of  
today support Kropotkin’s theory of  cooperation. Many of  the 
biologist believe empathy to be a key factor in understanding 
cooperation and mutual aid behaviour. One of  them is Dutch 
primatologist Frans de Waal. 

De Waal has found empathy to be a natural capacity not only in 
human beings, but also in a range of  animals, such as gorillas, 
horses, elephants and dolphins. De Waal has studied animal 
empathy and in particular empathy in primates for decades. 
Because of  our shared ancestry between humans and primates, 
de Waal’s study of  primates can reveal the evolutionary history 
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of  empathy in humans as well. Much as Kropotkin, de Waal 
argues that one of  the reasons empathy was developed in hu-
mans was because of  its importance in order for cooperation to 
occur, which was needed to ensure everyone in the community 
had enough to eat, keep warm and out of  danger. Although de 
Waal considers humans to be the most aggressive of  primates, 
there is a long evolutionary history of  compromise and peaceful 
coexistence (de Waal, 2009).

Time can not be taken back, and it can only be speculated how 
today’s world would look, if  human efforts and brains would 
have worked together in cooperation without the need to strive 
for individual success. After only a century of  Darwinism, it can 
be argued that survival of  the fittest does not equal survival of  
the planet for humankind.

EMPATHIC PHILOSOPHIES
During the Axial Age (800–200 BC) when humans moved from 
isolated, lonely surroundings to more concentrated village living, 
the more undesired human behaviours like violence, butchery 
and exclusion became evident. As a result spiritual foundations 
took place and the world’s major religions and isms were 
founded, almost simultaneously in both Asia and Middle East: 
Hinduism in India, Confucianism in China, Greek rationalism, 
as well as Buddhism and Janism. 

The spiritual founders of  these religions felt the need to respond 
to the violence and brutality occurring in the civilization and 
finding answers to the, still today relevant, large human ques-
tions: “What are the sources of  violence? How can humans 
change a cruel world? And are human beings utterly impotent 
in the presence of  a suffering world?” (Calloway-Thomas, 2010, 
p. 27) Siddharta Gautama, known today as the Buddha, was 
one of  the spiritual leaders searching for answers to these ques-
tions. His search resulted in the alighting way of  understanding 
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the human psyche, the four noble truths and the eight-fold path, 
which comprise the substance of  Buddha’s teaching.  
The four noble truths are:

1. The truth of suffering (dukkha)
2. The truth of the cause of suffering (samudaya)
3. The truth of the end of suffering (nirodha)
4. The truth of the path that frees us from suffering (magga)

 
The eight folded path includes:

“1. Right view–a set of beliefs with an intellectual orientation: a focus 
on what meaningfully constitutes life’s problems
2. Right intention–a passionate investment in what one’s heart really 
wants.
3. Right speech–a commitment to speak the truth using charitable 
discourse, omitting from life’s curriculum such negative traits as 
gossip, lander and idle talk. 
4. Right Action–understanding one’s behaviour and aligning it with 
an eye toward human improvement. After right action is achieved, 
one should not kill, lie or be unchaste, virtues that mirror the Ten 
Commandments.
5. Right Livelihood–choosing an occupation (life’s work) that 
promotes compassion instead of destruction. Although according to 
Buddha, a caravan trader would not be regarded as an empathy-gen-
erating profession, Buddha left no reason for omitting the mix. 
6. Right Effort–a robust match between exertion and outcome. One 
must carefully choose the passions that lead to human compassion.
7. Right Mindfulness–the power of thought to bend humans toward 
the good. Right thought leads to right action.
8. Right Concentration–a sufficient focus that leads to enlighten-
ment–one of “cosmic import”.” (Calloway-Thomas, 2010, p. 28–29)

The four noble truths and the eight-folded paths are in other 
words “an empathic and compassionate approach to humanity, 
one sees not just a way of  eliminating suffering but rather, 
and this is most crucial, how to understand and relate to other 
people–an interpretation between self  and others–capable 
of  generating empathy. In this way, Buddha appealed to the 
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best that is in humankind, a pretty radical idea for the time.” 
(Calloway-Thomas, 2010, p. 29)

Buddhism was and is not the only spiritual philosophy teaching 
us the art of  empathy; the teaching of  the Chinese philosopher 
Confucius (Kongfuzi 551–479 BC) has many similar aspects, so 
also Taoism and Janism. In addition to the spiritual philoso-
phers, one major aspect in cultivating empathy in the Axis era 
was the curiosity towards other cultures shared by the Greeks 
Alexander the Great (356–323 BC) and Herodotus (484–425 BC). 
According to Calloway-Thomas (2010), the yearn for a kind of  
world unity that Alexander the Great possessed, was what made 
the transmission of  empathy possible. His vision of  a universal 
or centralized government helped to ensure that people “expe-
rienced the consequences of  contact with one another” which 
changed the attitudes of  Greeks toward non-Greeks (barbarians, 
barbaroi) (Calloway-Thomas, 2010, p. 31). 

In the footsteps of  Alexander The Great, Herodotus travelled 
the world, not to conquer it, but as one of  the first persons ever, 
to explore the differences of  the way people lived. Antecedent 
to Herodotus no-one had travelled a distance to gather informa-
tion about geography and other peoples cultures and customs. 
These observations that where collected in his masterpiece The 
Histories clearly extended peoples knowledge of  cultural diversi-
ties and curiosity to explore the world. It is commonly believed 
that he tried to be objective in his observations, acquiring his 
knowledge by comparative methods, and being as free of  bias 
as possible (Calloway-Thomas, 2010, p. 35,37). It can however 
not be negated that while his methods and his mind were highly 
empathic, he at the same time founded many of  the stereotypes 
we still have today. The controversies of  stereotypes and empa-
thy will be addressed later on in this thesis.
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LEVERAGING APATHY INSTEAD OF EMPATHY

Evoking emotions in the consumers is very immediate, and emotive 
communications tend to far outsell informative communications. 
According to an analysis made by IPA in 2012 including 1,400 
advertising campaigns over 30 years, emotional advertising is twice 
as efficient as rational, and delivers twice the profit (Meade, 2014).

NGOs has used emotive advertising for decades. Crying, famine 
children in the arms of Angelina Jolie. High street brands are 
launching charity collections where X percentage of the sale will 
go to a cause be it AIDS or breast cancer. Between their tears and 
laughters consumers forget that all it is, is marketing, and by the 
time they get home they might even have forgotten what cause 
they supported by shopping cheap clothes. 

The reason these campaigns are successful is due to their ability to 
engage consumers’ deepest emotions. Emotional campaigns raise 
far more money than rational or combined campaigns, but they 
are not sustainable. The use of stereotypes in these campaigns, 
so called poverty porn campaigns, builds a broader “us and them” 
feeling, and therefore evokes apathy instead of empathy (Meade, 
2014). To create sustainable change a new take on communication 
is needed. More and more organisations are realizing that in order 
for a sustainable social change to take place, the voice needs to 
be given to the communities. Only by working together, listening 
to the peoples fears and dreams, and understanding them, will a 
long-term change be achieved.
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A philosophy sharing Alexander the Great’s view on an united 
world, Herodotus’ curiosity of  people and the Buddha’s view 
on cultivating humanity were the Stoics. Stoicism is a school 
of  Hellenistic philosophy founded in Athens in the early 3rd 
century BC. A distinctive feature of  Stoicism is its cosmopoli-
tanism: All people are manifestations of  the one universal spirit 
and should, according to the Stoics, “live in brotherly love and 
readily help one another” (Calloway-Thomas, 2010, p. 39).

As in Buddhism, the Stoics believe it is fundamental to know 
and understand oneself, and to understand how who we are 
affects our interactions with others:

 “How is it possible for one to know and understand others without 
knowing and understanding oneself? The notion of knowing self 
contains the seeds of a humanizing and other-directed orientation. 
Seneca’s [Roman Stoic philosopher, c. 4 BC–AD 65] insights remind 
us that we have multiple selves, such as student, parent, gardener, 
niece, doctor, lawyer, plumber, and teacher. Despite our multiple 
selves, the Stoics remind us that we must know not only who we are 
but also how who we are affects our interaction with others, including 
the moral choices we make, our strengths and weaknesses, our sense 
of our own roots, our communication style, and our prejudices, as 
well as the emotions that guide or behaviour.” (Calloway-Thomas, 
2010, p. 40)

EMPATHY TODAY–FLOURISHING OR ENDANGERED?
Empathy has not been highly appreciated in the economy 
driven society of  the past century. The business world has 
favoured strong, individualists, and the structure of  the Western 
society has gone from village society to a more individualistic 
centred society. During the past decade the individualism has 
escalated even further.  
 
Apple launched the desktop computer iMac in 1998. The 
computer was an affordable design tool for every home, and  
a revolutionary asset especially for freelance graphic designers. 
The iMac campaign tagline “I think, therefore iMac” attract the 
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individualistic and intelligent internet generation. The personal 
devices has since stretched to not only include one computer per 
household, but several personal devices for each family member; 
iPhone, iPad, iBook. 

The upheaval of  the personal devices and internet introduced  
a new way of  socializing, social media. Social media might seem 
as a helpful mean to socializing and also to empathising, but 
according to brain scientist, sociologist and ongoing researches, 
the effect has been the opposite.

According to a major study by University of  Michigan pre-
sented in 2010 empathy among college students had dropped 
with 40% during the past 30 years, with the numbers precipi-
tating primarily after year 2000 (Konrath & O’Brien & Hsing, 
2010). The study analysed data on empathy among almost 
14,000 college students between 1979 and 2009. The reason 
for this decrease in empathy is yet to be researched further, but 
according to Konrath, one of  the researchers conducting the 
meta-analysis, the cause can be found in increase in exposure 
to media (Swanbrow, 2010). According to Konrath exposure 
to violent media numbs people to the pain of  others and social 
media with online friends make people less prone to respond to 
real peoples problems (Swanbrow, 2010).

Brain scientist Dr Bruce Perry has a similar theory and feels 
empathy being a threatened human value. In his book, Born 
for Love: Why Empathy Is Essential–and Endangered, Perry (2010) 
explains how the changes in western society are to blame. For 
several thousands of  years human beings lived in close knit 
groups, typically of  40–50 people. Child mortality was high and 
children were therefore very valuable. To maintain the popula-
tion equilibrium there were a ratio of  3–4 adults for every child 
under 6 years of  age (Perry & Szalavitz, 2010). The whole group 
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participated in looking after, educating, nurturing and loving the 
precious children.

In the multi-generational environment the children gained a 
huge amount of  repetition in relational matters, such as empa-
thy, caring, and compassion. Repetition is a key factor to how 
the brain develops and is a unique quality of  the brain tissue. 
Be it the motor system or the limbic system, which is engaged 
when empathizing, they all grow as a function of  use. Just like 
the child learns a language by repeating, the same repetition 
is needed for all the systems in our brains to develop. As the 
system supporting emotion and behaviour got a lot of  exposing 
on children when living in close-knit groups, these areas of  the 
brain became highly developed. 

During the last 100 of  years the way people live together in the 
western society has changed radically. People live in their own 
houses with own rooms for each family member. Each family 
member has their own media device and many children use 
some media for the majority of  the daily hours. The ratio of  
adults educating a child has dropped radically, due to big school 
classes, working parents, and far away living grandparents. As 
Perry (2010) explains, these factors contributing to low con-
nection to caring adults leaves the empathic part of  the brain 
under stimulated, which is why Perry claims empathy to be 
endangered.

Roman Krznaric, the author behind the book Empathy (2014) 
and the driving force behind the worlds first empathy museum 
shares Perry’s and Konrath’s concerns over social media: 
“Social networks are good at spreading information, but–at least 
to date–less adept at spreading empathy.” (Krznaric, 2014 p. 
xvii) Krznaric further thinks the decrease in empathy is due to 
the self-centeredness of  the last century. He calls the twentieth 
century the Age of  Introspection, where the self-help industry 
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cultivated the need to look inside yourself  and focus on your 
own feelings, experiences and desires, but yet fails to provide a 
good life to most people (Krznaric, 2014). He now hails for a 
new approach, which he calls Age of  Outrospection. An age where 
a better balance between looking inward and looking outward 
would flourish. By outrospection Krznaric means “the idea of  
discovering who you are and how to live by stepping outside 
yourself  and exploring the lives and perspectives of  other 
people.” (Krznaric, 2014 p. xxii) 

The idea has major similarities with the philosophy of  the 
Stoics, and also that of  Buddhism. Even more than Empathy 
being a buzzword, mindfulness and implementations of  various 
Eastern philosophies, such as Buddhism and the yoga culture 
are overwhelming the Western society. However it seems the 
age of  introspection that Krznaric refers to is still casting its 
shadow over the philosophies in the sense that people tend to 
stop at the first noble truth of  Buddhism: life is suffering–before 
we can understand life and death we must understand the 
self. Understanding the self  is also a fundamental part in Stoic 
philosophy, and although immensely important, also terribly 
difficult. 

As the importance of  finding the self  is something the Western 
culture overlooked for centuries, the knowledge of  how to, has 
disappeared and the task seems overwhelming for most indi-
viduals, resulting in too much focusing on inward looking and 
neglecting the second part of  the Stoic teaching: “...we must 
know not only who we are but also how who we are affects our 
interaction with others, including the moral choices we make, 
our strengths and weaknesses, our sense of  our own roots, our 
communication style, and our prejudices, as well as the emo-
tions that guide or behaviour.” (Calloway-Thomas, 2010, p. 40) 
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In Buddhism this is more complexly defined as The Self  is No-
Self, or that we are not really separate autonomous beings, an 
individuals ego or personality is simply a delusion. As Krznaric 
(2104) states, the tragedy of  the current self  seeking, is that is 
has not made people happier, at the contrary people are increas-
ingly dissatisfied with their jobs, divorce rates are escalating, and 
there is a rising tide of  depression and anxiety. 
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A MILE IN MY SHOES

A Mile in My Shoes is a two-year multilocation participatory 
project created by the people behind The Empathy Museum. I had 
the opportunity to visit the first outgoing in London in September 
2015. 

A Mile in My Shoes takes the form of a container-sized shoebox, 
which is an auditive shoe library. You participate in the project by 
borrowing a pair of shoes in your size, and while walking a mile, you 
listen to the story of the shoes’ owner. In London the shoebox was 
situated at the banks of Thames, and the stories where the stories 
of people living and working around the area. My shoes belonged to 
a female working in the London sewers. The shoes were comforta-
ble, big work-shoes, that had walked around in all kinds of dirt, but, 
as my narrator laughingly assured, had been cleaned since. 

Walking around in another persons shoes, listening to her story, 
was a fascinating experience. This project had chosen to bring 
forward local people, without too heartbreaking stories. This felt 
comfortable and safe, making sure the listener left without high 
emotional outbursts. At the same time, I cannot help thinking the 
effect this could have if the concept was adapted to tackle the 
current refugee issues, or the growing social problems in today’s 
Finnish society.



27

2. 
THE DIFFERENT ASPECTS OF EMPATHY

 
BY MEANS OF EMPATHY,  

A GREAT PAINTING BECOMES  
A MIRROR OF THE SELF 

DEFINITION OF EMPATHY 
The literature reviews in the previous chapter shows that empa-
thy is a fundamental part of  humans that has been practiced in 
various forms for thousands of  years and developed in the brain 
for millions of  years. The definition of  empathy, and empathy as 
a term, is on the other hand fairly new. Empathy today is mostly 
related to the psychological term of  empathy, but in reality 
empathy has its origins in the philosophy of  aesthetics. 

German philosophers used the word Einfühlung at the end of  
the 19th century when addressing aesthetics and our perception 
of  it: “The word represented an attempt to describe our ability 
to get “inside” a work of  beauty by, for example, projecting 
ourselves and our feelings “into” a painting, a sculpture, a piece 
of  music, even beauty of  nature itself.” (Howe, 2013, p. 6) 

According to the Oxford English Dictionary (OED, 2015) the 
term empathy first appeared in 1895 in the psychological theory 
of  K. Lasswitz: “a physical property of  the nervous system anal-
ogous to electrical capacitance, believed to be correlated with 
feeling.” The term empathy as we use it today however was first 
used as late as 1946 in the Journal of  clinical psychopathology: 
“A ‘man-to-man’ regard for the client, characterized (ideally) 
by the understanding of  empathy without the erratic quality of  
identification or the supportiveness of  sympathy” (OED, 2015).
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THE TWO TYPES OF EMPATHY
Psychologists defines two types of  empathy: cognitive empathy and 
affective empathy. 

Cognitive empathy is the ability to logically look at aspects from 
another persons perspective. This ability is developed in chil-
dren around the age of  four, something child psychologist Jean 
Piaget discovered in his research from 1948 (Krznaric, 2014, p. 
10). Children were ask to describe what a doll could see from 
various positions. The children under the age of  four found it 
difficult to perceive anything else than what was at their own 
sight, whereas children above four could take the imaginary leap 
of  describing the dolls point of  view when differing from their 
own. 

Cognitive empathy is, as explained by Krznaric, “the ability to 
take an imaginative leap and recognizing that other people have 
different tastes, experiences, and world views than our own” 
(Krznaric 2014, p. 10). Many animals share this ability, one 
interesting example of  this being the bonobo chimp Kuni, who 
found a wounded bird. As the chimp previously had observed 
the bird flying, it carefully lifted up the bird, carried it up into 
a three, where it helped spread out the bird’s wings in order for 
the bird to be able to fly again (Krznaric, 2014). 

Affective empathy is a strong emotional ability to respond with 
the appropriate feeling to another person’s mental state. This 
capacity is often confused with sympathy, but whereas sympathy 
concerns responding to another persons emotions with a dif-
ferent emotion, be it by pitying or rejoicing, affective empathy 
is simply acknowledging the emotions. “....if  I see my daughter 
crying in anguish and I too feel anguish, then I am experiencing 
affective empathy. If, on the other hand, I notice her anguish 
but feel a different emotion, such as pity(...), then I am showing 
sympathy rather than empathy.” (Krznaric, 2014, p. 11)
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The way empathy is addressed in practice and in this work 
includes a combination of  both affective and cognitive empathy. 
Empathy is here considered the ability to step into another 
persons shoes, see with their eyes (cognitive empathy) and feel 
with their heart (affective empathy). 

As this work is hoping to find solutions for communicating 
efficiently interculturally a third aspect of  empathy is of  impor-
tance; intercultural empathy, defined as “feeling, understanding, 
and caring about what someone from another culture feels, un-
derstands and cares about” (Howe, 201 p. 70). When different 
cultures interact there is always a high risk of  misunderstanding. 
People tend to make assumption out of  their own experience 
and egos. The own ego, or what the Buddhism calls the Self, 
is many times the reason people fail to empathize, particularly 
with others from different backgrounds, be it social or cultural. 
The stereotypes and myths are emphasizing the differences 
between people and are often the shadows casted over the 
ability to see and meet other people from their perspective. 

MIRROR NEURONS
In the 1990’s neuroscientist Giacomo Rizzolatti, MD, and his 
colleagues at the University of  Parma, discovered mirror neu-
rons (Winerman, 2005). The mirror neurons are the answer to 
a common behaviour that had long occupied psychologist and 
scientist; the unconscious and immediate mimicry of  emotions 
and actions. Example of  such behaviour is contagious yawning, 
how my shoulders start aching when I see a person being 
massaged, or how another persons smile spreads unconscious 
feeling of  happiness in the observer.

Rizzolatti and fellow researchers found a type of  brain cells 
that responded equally both when a monkey performed a hand 
movement and when it witnessed another monkey performed 
the same action (Howe, 2010). Further studies found similar 
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INTERCULTURAL EMPATHY  
AND FREEDOM OF SPEECH

The French satirical weekly magazine Charlie Hebdo was the 
target of a devastated terror attack on the morning of 7 January 
2015. The attack killed 12 and injured 10 others. The attack was 
a response to several controversial Muhammed cartoons the 
magazine had published. The magazine had been targeted also in 
2011. In 2006 the Danish newspaper Jyllands-Posten created 
outrage in Muslim countries due the same reason, they had 
published caricatures of the Prophet Muhammed. The journalist 
and cartoonist behind the story are still under constant threat of 
life. 

In response to the horrendous attack against Charlie Hebdo, which 
in West was considered an attack against freedom of speech, 
hundreds of thousands of people gathered in Paris and around 
Europe in an unity manifestation, declaring themselves to be 
Charlie (Je suis Charlie). The slogan quickly spread over social 
media in a display of solidarity with those who lost their lives, 
their colleagues and family. The slogan allowed people to place 
themselves in the lives of those affected and including themselves 
in the tragedy. There were those who, on the other hand declared 
themselves as “Je ne suis pas Charlie” (I am not Charlie), provoking 
the Westerners to be interculturally empathic, to stop and reflect 
on the deeper reasons behind the attack and ongoing conflicts 
between the different cultures. Intercultural empathy does not 
need to include agreeing or identifying one selves with the specific 
culture, but merely understanding and respecting the other 
culture’s values and beliefs. 

There exist a controversy surrounding freedom of speech, of how 
much it should be legally or ethically constrained. There is an 
important difference to be considered when discussing freedom 
of speech, which is self-censorship due to good behaviour and 
tolerance towards others, or self-censorship out of fear. Freedom 
of speech does not equal freedom from consequence.
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neurons in the human brain, stretching to emotions and actions, 
and interestingly enough the combination of  these two. As an 
example mirror neurons react more intensely when a person 
picks up a cup of  tea with the intention to drink it, than with the 
intention to simply move the cup. Over the past decade, more 
research has suggested that mirror neurons might help explain 
autism, the evolution of  language–and empathy (Winerman, 
2005).

INTERCULTURAL EMPATHY
Intercultural empathy is considered the most difficult form 
of  empathy, on one hand due to difficulties in letting go of  
stereotypes and myths, and on the other hand not being able to 
use own experiences while interpreting the other persons points 
of  views. The challenge of  intercultural empathy is augmented 
also by the diminished help of  mirror neurons. A research at 
the Yekes National Primate Research Center, Emory University, 
discovered chimpanzees yawn 50% more after watching mem-
bers of  their own group yawn than after watching strangers 
yawn (Emory University, 2011). Mirror neuron experiments has 
shown similar tendencies in humans.

Propitiously mirror neurons are not the only reason humans are 
capable to empathize. In intercultural empathy the imaginative 
leap is of  utter importance. It is crucial to be able to step away 
from myths and prejudice in order to both cognitively and 
affectively experience the others situation appropriately.

Cultural awareness, which involves the ability of  standing back 
from ourselves and becoming aware of  our cultural values, 
beliefs, and perceptions, is helpful. Understanding why we do 
things in certain ways, how we see the world and why we react 
in particular ways, are of  major importance in the multi-class, 
multi-cultural, multi-racial society. The importance in cultural 
awareness is not so much the ability to know exactly the other 
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BRANDING TO ALL COSTS

The influence Coca Cola has on cultures around the globe is 
tremendous. Coke is the second most understood word, Ok being 
the first (Berman, 2009). The Christmas Coke campaign drawn 
by the Finnish artist Haddon Sundblom in the early 1930s created 
the norm of how Father Christmas looks still today; a fat, happy, 
Santa, dressed in a red robe. The drink can be found from the 
Great Wall of China, to the high mountains of Tanzania. The Coca 
Cola brand advertising is equally widely spread. Coca Cola has 
succeeded for over a century, and belong to the world top brands 
decade after decade. It is one of the few brands that appeal to 
people regardless of age, culture or class. But to what cost?

To brand a village in Tanzania cost around $200, which means 
schools, orphanages, hospitals and road signs are branded, in this 
case with the Coca Cola brand (Berman, 2009). Such efficient 
branding has made Coke the best selling drink on the African 
continent, luring people to spend their salary on a coke instead of 
an anti-malaria pill. Neither empathy or ethics has been part of 
those brand decisions. Just because it is possible, is it necessary?

PHOTO: DAVID BERMAN
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persons cultural habits, but more crucially to realize which are 
the own cultural habits. Misinterpretations appear predomi-
nantly when we have inadequate awareness of  our own behav-
ioural rules and therefore project these behaviours on others 
(Cantatore & Quappe, 2005). In absence of  better knowledge 
we tend to assume, instead of  finding out, what a behaviour 
means to the person involved. Again it is important to first know 
The Self, to both be able to recognize diversities and similarities.

It is also of  importance to acknowledge that inter-cultural 
empathy does not include sharing or agreeing with the specific 
culture, but understanding and respecting the other culture’s 
values and beliefs. 

“Although myths are not the only reasons why empathy breaks down 
in a confrontation with difference, I argue that a tendency to breed 
contempt for others occurs because people overemphasize differ-
ences and underuse sameness.” (Calloway-Thomas, 2010, p. 23)

STEREOTYPES
The use of  stereotypes is common in storytelling, narratives, 
marketing campaigns, posters and even packaging. Stereotyping 
is mental categorizing of  social or cultural groups by exaggerat-
ing the differences and peculiarities in order to easily be recog-
nizable and thus considered common knowledge. Sociologist 
believe the use of  stereotypes to be a necessary and inescapable 
cognitive activity of  humans. Communicating with the help 
of  them makes messages more clear, information faster. Many 
discussions could not exist, or would become too complicated if  
no stereotypes were to be used. But, it is also building a broad 
us and them attitude, and can lead to discrimination and many 
times be offensive to the group concerned. 

Whereas stereotypes never has been an appropriate or accurate 
way to address a group of  people, whether social or national, it 
is even less so in today’s society where individualism is blooming. 
Today when using stereotypes, it is less likely to be a correct 
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description of  the majority of  the group, and as the description 
is accurate for fewer and fewer in the certain group, it will 
consequently be offensive for a growing number. 

Many of  the problems we see in today’s society, the growing 
of  racism, the exploiting of  labour, to name but a few, occurs 
because people overemphasize differences and underestimates 
sameness. Empathy on the other hand is the ability to see the 
individuals without any of  the prejudice stereotyping brings on. 

“What all stereotyping has in common, whether it is a product of 
politics, religion, nationalism, or other forces, is an effort to dehu-
manize, to erase individuality, to prevent us from looking someone 
in the eye and learning their name. The consequence is to create a 
culture of indifference that empathy finds difficult to penetrate.” 
(Krznaric, 2014, p. 38)

EMPATHY & ETHICS
The comportments empathy and ethic are often confused, and 
although they are linked, and at best one gives birth to the other, 
they are not the same. Graphic design is by nature ethically very 
controversial. Many graphic designer find pride in being able 
to commercialize anything, this particularly true in the field of  
marketing. Historically graphic design has played a major role 
in distributing political messages, be it the broadsheet of  Martin 
Luther, the highly graphical campaign of  Hitler or more re-
cently the award winning election campaign of  Barack Obama. 

Ethical aspects in graphic design concerns everything form 
legalities, integrity and morality (MacAvery Kane, 2010). When 
discussing ethics and empathy, the focus lies on the integrity 
and morality. Where in lies the responsibilities of  the graphic 
designer: towards the client paying the bill, or towards the end 
user and their well-being? Does this need to be an either or 
question, or is it possible to do both? 

 “Designers have an essential social responsibility because design is at 
the core of the world’s largest challenges...and solutions.”  
(Berman, 2009, p. 1) 
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3.

EMPATHY IN THE DESIGN PROCESS

 
EMPATHY IS AT THE HEART OF DESIGN.  

WITHOUT THE UNDERSTANDING OF WHAT OTHERS SEE, FEEL,  
AND EXPERIENCE, DESIGN IS A POINTLESS TASK. 

Tim Brown, CEO and president of IDEO

Asta Raami has in her doctoral dissertation “Intuition un-
leashed” (2015) researched the application and development of  
intuition in the creative process. Although intuition and empa-
thy are in a sense oppositions–intuition facing inwards to the 
self, whereas empathy is opening up to the other–researching 
them as design methods face some of  the same problems or ob-
stacles. Raami’s work “Intuition unleashed” (2015) has therefore 
been of  great value when writing this study, although empathy 
in itself  only is addressed in a brief  chapter in the disserta-
tion. Intuition is, even more than empathy, a highly personal 
sensation and therefore in many ways difficult to research in 
traditional manners. Empathy on the other hand could be tested 
and researched, by comparing the results of  what the creative 
interpreted to what the target audience intended. For such a 
research to be accurate, different fields of  knowledge should 
be co-operating over a vast period of  time. As the scope of  this 
is study is to find an alternative method to classic marketing 
research, I do not find such a research, at this stage, necessary. 

Empathy, being such a vague thing as the ability to understand 
and experience the feelings and point of  view of  another, faces 
the same challenges as intuition in a shared design process, as it 
does not fit the most common modes of  knowing. When using 
empathy in the design process there is no hard facts to lean the 
results on, and this is often what both fellow team members as 
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well as clients expect. Raami (2015) stresses that the solution 
is to “develop an overall evaluation of  information. The main 
methods of  acquiring information are through experience, 
authority, reason, as well as revelation and noetic knowing.” 
(Raami, 2015, p. 56) Although none of  these methods alone 
are accurate enough, the combination of  them abstracts the 
individual weaknesses and emphasizes the correct answers, and 
therefore values as a scientific method (Raami, 2015). 

When using less common modes of  knowing, such as intuition 
or in this case empathy, it is important to differentiate it from 
imagination and “gut feeling”. In an episode of  the detective 
series “Columbo” the detective formulated the problem with 
gut feeling in a most striking way, stating that the problem with 
gut feeling is, that it prevents (the investigator) from seeing all 
the other possibilities, (the investigator) tend to only see the 
evidences that supports the gut feeling and neglect the evidence 
that works against it. However, with experience, practice and 
reason, the creative will soon learn to differentiate imagination 
from the real sensation. 

During my 15 years working as a graphic designers, I have 
observed the working methods of  graphic design agencies, free-
lancers and marketing agencies, both big and small, in-house 
and external agencies. The common design process is to make 
several different design solutions that are shown to the client, to 
then be tested in a consumer panel. 

Depending on the size of  the agency, some research are con-
ducted at the beginning of  the project. Usually if  the client is 
big enough they will provide some consumer research in the 
briefing. The smaller the agency, and the smaller the client, less 
research is done. Many clients demand the design approach to 
be tested before it is published, be it packaging, visual identities, 
or marketing approach. Although consumer research can be 
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helpful in many ways, in my experience there is also a big risk 
for misleading results. I have witnessed a few surveys, both 
written and orals, private and group interviews. In order to 
better understand the difficulties in surveys I have myself  taken 
part in a couple. None of  the surveys I have witnessed has been 
accurate, as they are not completely authentic situations. One 
consumer panel I was observing gathered a group of  ladies 
around a table in a closed room in order to test which products 
they would buy or not buy from a pharmacy. In such an unau-
thentic environment the outcome can at its best be vague, but 
most probably misleading. I have taken part in a test where I 
was asked to read a newspaper, while my eyes were monitored. 
The scope was to figure out how people read, what they notice 
first, and how long they read each part of  the paper. Needless to 
say, it was impossible for me to be as comfortable and reading 
the newspaper as I read it at my breakfast table, while my eyes 
are being scanned in an unfamiliar room, in a very awkward 
upright position. I have also taken part in several anonymous 
questioners, and although I consider my self  an otherwise fairly 
honest person, I must admit I find myself  giving answers I 
would like to be true, even when I know they might not exactly 
be that. 

In the book “Thinking, fast and slow” by Daniel Kahneman 
(2011) explains some of  the ways the mind finds answers: “We 
asked ourselves how people manage to make judgements of  
probability without knowing precisely what probability is..../
Our answer was that when called upon to judge probability, 
people actually judge something else and believe they have 
judged probability” (Kahneman, 2001, p. 98). The mind so 
to say come up with an easier answer when faced with a too 
difficult or uncomfortable question. Kahneman continues by 
giving an example of  substitution as found out in a survey of  
German students:
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“A survey of German students is one of the best examples of substi-
tution. The survey that the young participants completed included 
the following two questions:
How happy are you these days?
How many dates did you have last month?
The experimenters were interested in the correlation between the 
two answers. Would the students who reported many dates say that 
they were happier than those with fewer dates? Surprisingly, no: the 
correlation between the answers was about zero. Evidently, dating 
was not what came first to the students’ minds when they were asked 
to assess their happiness. Another group of students saw the same 
two questions, but in reverse order:
How many dates did you have last month?
How happy are you these days?
The results this time were completely different. In this sequence, the 
correlation between the number of dates and reported happiness was 
about as high as correlations between psychological measures can 
get.” (Kahneman, 2011, p. 101–102)

The above example shows how easy it is to get totally mislead-
ing results in interviews, questionnaires, as well as in consumer 
research if  the research is conducted by less professional staff, 
in worst cases even by the client or agency itself, without any 
proper know-how on how to phrase the questions, in which 
order and how to take into consideration the surrounding. It is 
also important to have the proper knowledge when decoding the 
answers. 

Consumer research is important when preformed by highly 
professional and approved methods. As this many time is not 
the case, they are often more misleading than helpful. Especially 
for small design agencies, freelance graphic designer working 
with small accounts, a proper consumer research is not possible, 
neither at the beginning of  the project, nor for testing alterna-
tive design approaches at the end of  the project. An empathic 
approach from the start can be the answer to this dilemma.
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DESIGN METHODS
Many graphic designers try to work by a design process formula 
similar to figure 1, which is a formula developed from the design 
process chart introduced in the book “Managing the Design 
Process” by Terry Lee Stone (2010, p. 10–11). This is also the 
formula showed to clients to explain what the budget should 
cover. The design process is important, both for the client and 
the designer, as it helps everyone in the team to channel the 
time and creativity in the direction of  the agreed brief. The 
official process is a very detailed formula which is not always 
easy to follow in reality. Although the four main points–discover, 
define, design, deliver–always are addressed in some way, more 
often graphic designers end up working by one of  the methods 
illustrated in figure 2 and 3, and only subconsciously moving from 
one phase to another.

Although empathy is something of  a buzzword today, the 
philosophy lying underneath is nothing new, not even in graphic 
design. Empathy should always be at the core of  design, and 
when it comes to certain design fields, such as product design, 
that is often the case. However in graphic design the empathy 
factor has a tendency to be neglected due to tight timetables 
and low budgets. Nonetheless, several marketing and communi-
cation agencies have their empathy methods. The methods are 
seldom addressed as empathic methods, but bare the names like 
design thinking, human-centered methods, and participatory 
design. This thesis briefly introduces a few of  them, such as the 
branded methods Xplore by Saatchi&Saatchi and Flowmaker by 
WEmake. 

Xplore
The idea behind the ethnographic research Xploring by 
Saatchi&Saatchi is to get to the core of  how people really be-
have versus what they say they do. “To Xplore, you need to have 
the courage to approach strangers and ask dumb questions. You 
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Figure 1: Design process overview chart

Figure 2: Alternative creative process A
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Figure 5: Empathy Map by XPLANE

Figure 4: Flowmakers by WEmake
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need to realize that statistics mean nothing and that you know 
nothing. An Xplorer needs to be fearless.”  
(Sheehan, 2013, p. 38)

Flowmakers
Flowmakers (Figure 4) are design creativity cards developed by the 
design group WEmake. The cards are intended to encourage 
human-centered and empathic approach to the design process. 
The flowmaker consist of  54 cards, exploring five categories: 
– instinct: design to fulfil needs 
– personality: design for others 
– aging: design for future selves 
– play: design for joy and interaction 
– potential: design for sustainability

The flowmaker is a flexible tool, with the intention to enhance 
the design process in several ways, however the team wishes, 
be it brainstorming, creating a user profile, idea generation or 
simply starting conversations.

Design Kit
IDEO is perhaps the best known global design firm focusing on 
human-centered design and design thinking. “Design thinking is 
a human-centered approach to innovation that draws from the 
designer’s toolkit to integrate the needs of  people, the possibil-
ities of  technology, and the requirements for business success.” 
(Brown, 2015) IDEO offers online courses and books, such 
as Insight for Innovation, The Course for Human-Centered Design and 
Design kit a step-by-step guide available both as hard copy as well 
as PDF with design methods to help social sector practitioners 
around the globe. 

Empathy Map 
The Design Consultancy XPLANE has developed an Empathy 
Map (figure 5). It offers a simple yet efficient way to get deeper in-
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THE GREATNESS OF GOING DEEP

The Guinness campaign for the Nigerian market by 
Saatchi&Saatchi proves that an in many way harmful product such 
as a beer brand can do good while at the same time boost sales. 
In 2006 the agency researched the Nigerian market by using an 
empathic method which has been trademarked “Xplore”. When 
Xploring the emphasize lies on finding out the authentic, the 
immediate, and the emotional aspects of the people. The outcome 
of going deep into the culture of the Nigerians was the importance 
of “greatness“ and “believe”, which lead to the introduction of the 
stories of real African people who realized their dreams. Guinness 
introduced the concepts of “Drop of Greatness in Every [African] 
Man” and “Reach for Greatness”.

The result is that Nigeria is now one of the top three Guinness 
markets in the world. For a teetotaller country, where a beer has 
the equivalent price of 40% of the daily income, that sounds 
horrifying. I expected rise in alcohol consumption, but according to 
the statistics of WHO there has been a decrease, from 12.3 litre in 
2003–2005 to 10.1 litre in 2008–2010 (Global Alcohol Report, 
WHO, 2014) . What the Guinness campaign has managed besides 
boosting their sales, is to give the Nigerian people a boost in confi-
dence. The Nigerians getting out and about fulfilling their dreams, 
Nigerian soccer teams winning for the first time, and people being 
more positive towards the future can be seen as indirect results of 
the successful Guinness campaigns (Sheehan, 2014).
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sights in the needs, surroundings, and thoughts of  the end user. 
The empathy map is a tool to map what the end user say, do, 
think, and feel, and also their pain (insights) and gain (needs). 
The empathy map is a platform which can engage the team to 
discuss their thoughts and findings, or the freelance designer to 
clarify who they are actually designing for.

USING EMPATHY IN THE DESIGN PROCESS
As empathy is a natural and essential comportment for humans, 
the way to embark the empathic process, is to open up to it. 
A conscious desire to become a more empathic designer will 
already increase the empathy level, but even more important is 
to let go of  the Darwinian idea survival of  the strongest. The 
Darwinian self-centred idea has limited many professions, but 
this is probably particularly true in areas where competition is 
hard, such as the creative fields. 

Although most design projects are teamwork, it is also very 
egocentric as designers has been thought to head strongly 
stand behind their ideas that need to be unique and special. To 
become an empathic designer the strong egocentric shield has to 
be collapsed in order to give room to the revolutionary empathic 
self. Some people are by nature more empathic than others, 
but empathy can also be practiced and developed by various 
methods. Krznaric (2014) talks about the 6 habits of  empathic 
people. This chapter will examine these habits and translate 
them to the profession of  the graphic designers.

1) The Empathic Brain
The first habit of  highly empathic people is “to switch on your 
empathic brain” (Krznaric, 2014, p.1). For the past decades 
empathy has been considered a hazy, too emotional, even 
weak behaviour, and hence the empathic part of  the brains has 
received little practise. These perceptions should be substituted 
by a new way of  thinking that recognizes the enormous benefits 
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of  practising empathy. Empathy is a natural human behaviour, 
and opening up to the fascinating possibilities human brains are 
capable of  will help embark the empathic journey, and all the 
prospects it concludes. 

Empathy is, as Krznaric (2014) phrases it, “a bit like musical 
ability–part nature and part nurture.” To those who find diffi-
culties empathizing, more practise is needed. 

2) Imaginative Leap
The second habit is to “make the imaginative leap” (Krznaric, 
2014, p. 34), and involves to “consciously strive to make the im-
aginative leap into other people’s mental world’s...” (Krznaric, 
2014, p. 35) Krznaric (2014) explains that taking this imagina-
tive leap faces a few barriers–prejudice, authority, distance, and 
denial. 

High imaginative skills is common in most creative people. 
Many has had education in story-telling of  some sort. This 
education can be both helpful and an obstacle when it comes 
to empathic imagination as traditional story-telling many 
times includes the use of  stereotypes. Although stereotyping 
can be helpful when telling a narrative story or wanting to get 
a marketing message to work for a vast amount of  people, it 
is tremendously harmful when practicing empathic thinking. 
Stereotyping erase individuality and fosters prejudices, it em-
phasizes differences and neglects similarities. The outcome of  
stereotyping in graphic design is usually banal and uninterest-
ing, in worst cases unethical and simply wrong. 

Aside from prejudice and stereotyping, Krznaric (2014) claims 
one of  the greatest obstacles to empathy to be the tendency to 
obey authority. Krznaric refers to human history of  “massacres, 
genocides and other rights violations” (Krznaric, 2014, p. 38) 
and how people tend to follow orders and “do their job” instead 
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of  using their own heads and hearts. In the profession of  the 
graphic designer, these authorities take the shape of  clients 
and supervisors, sales figures and goals to be met. As empathy 
isn’t a common mode of  knowing, using it as a corner stone 
in the design process may require stubbornness and willpower, 
and a lot of  persuasion skills before the end-result will show its 
sufficiency. 

Distance is the third obstacle mentioned by Krznaric (2014). 
Globalization and the internet brings us closer together, but yet 
both social and cultural distances seem to be growing. Krznaric 
mentions these distances as obstacles to empathy. Based on the 
literature reviews conducted in this research, I argue empathy 
being the cure to these growing gaps. Intercultural empathy 
can be practiced in the same way as empathy in general, and 
intercultural empathy is also the remedy to the numbness people 
can feel when facing social or cultural difficulties. 

The forth obstacle Krznaric (2014) addresses is denial. The 
denial is partly due to the globalization and social media as well. 
The immense amount of  imagery and news people face on a 
daily basis makes it all too much, and all too easy to be turned 
off when it just becomes too much (Krznaric, 2014). I noticed 
this same phenomena when questioning fellow graphic design-
ers about empathy in design. The most common immediate 
answer was “I am fed up with empathy, fed up with having to 
feel empathy towards something”. This immense amount of  
media exposure is not only a barrier for empathy, but also an 
obstacle for design in general. It seems everything has been 
thought about before, all colours have been used, all shapes 
have been moulded and design today merely mirrors what has 
been. It can seem impossible to stand out, to develop an unique 
identity or a new take in advertising, which can cause frustration 
and block the creativity. But this doubting belongs to the ego-
centric design process, and is needless in the empathic design 
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process. In the empathic design process the solution is found 
outside the self, and the design becomes a responds to meet a 
need. The end result might equally well win awards and will 
most certainly boost sales, but as the approach is turned away 
from the designer, frustration and blocks should be diminished.

Krznaric has a three step solution to take the imaginative leap 
of  empathy: “we must humanize the “other,” then discover 
what we share–and what we don’t–with people, and finally we 
need to empathize with our enemies.” (Krznaric, 2014, p.46)

This means to truly see another persons individuality and 
uniqueness, accept the differences from ourselves, but more 
importantly to recognize what unifies us. Most people find it 
easy to empathize with a child in need, but it is equally impor-
tant to empathize with those with completely different political, 
religious or moral values. To empathize with differences does 
not mean to agree with them, only recognize and respect them. 
When designing, this ability is a valuable tool, as projects more 
often than not include target audiences from completely differ-
ent circumstances and backgrounds.

3) Experiential Adventures
Krznaric’s third habit is “Seek Experiential Adventures”. By 
this Krznaric refers to an approach called method acting, used 
by several actors and writers when preparing for a role or book. 
The technique was introduced by the Russian theatre director 
Konstantin Stanislavski in the 1930s (Krznaric, 2014), and 
consists of  a practice to gain emotional memories, to both phys-
ically and psychologically enter into the role character. Actors 
such as Daniel Day-Lewis use this method when preparing for 
roles, spending months in a wheelchair, staying awake for days 
or living in isolation–whatever is needed to truly experience the 
current characters situation.
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A method similar to method acting was used by English novelist 
George Orwell. Coming from a wealthy middle class family he 
realized he needed to discover for himself  the life of  the poor 
in order to accurately narrate their story. He therefore moved 
to the poor areas in East London and lived there as a tramp, 
moving then to Paris to do the same, prior to writing his book 
Down and Out in Paris and London (Orwell, 1933). His first hand 
explorations and undercover living were made sporadically over 
a period of  five years. While researching “empathy” the act of  
George Orwell is mentioned by several sources, Krznaric calls 
Orwell his “empathic hero”. “Method acting embodies one of  
the principal habits of  many highly empathic people, which is 
their willingness to dive into the extreme sport of  experiential 
empathy.” (Krznaric, 2014, p. 69) Journalist and writers, ex-
posing social injustice and inequality, often goes “undercover”, 
working in low-paid factory jobs, staying in slums, traveling the 
world, to be able to accurately report what they experience. 

The work of  the graphic designer seldom requires such extreme 
sorties, but the method in itself  is very valuable and easily 
adaptable when it comes to designing. Working one day at the 
clients store/factory, meeting the end consumer, facing the 
obstacles and experiencing the busy hours, provides extremely 
valuable insights and knowledge to further inquiries. Before hav-
ing this insight, it is difficult to know which questions to ask, and 
as the client is often not able to put all parameters into words, 
crucial information is left out and the end result might not be as 
good as it could have been. A few hours of  “undercover work” 
can save several design rounds.

4) Genuine Conversations 
The forth habit Krznaric addresses is “Practice the Craft of  
Conversation”. According to Krznaric (2014) we are facing 
a conversation crisis. Our lives are filled with media and little 
time is left for direct talking and face to face communication. 
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CONVERSATION 
Innocent Drinks was founded in 1999 by three friends who had an 
entrepreneurial drive. The first smoothies where sold from a stall at 
a music festival. The three friends place two bins outside the stall 
asking for feedback: “Should we give up our jobs to make these 
smoothies?” One bin stated YES, the other NO. At the end of the 
day, the yes bin was filled to the edges.

The award winning and UK’s leading smoothie brand Innocent 
Drinks was founded by connecting and listening to the customers, 
and it was this desire and ability to engage with individuals on 
a one-to-one basis that really made Innocent stand out. They 
focused on interacting with their community, not only asking 
people for feedback, but really engaging the customers, as well as 
their employers. This they do in various ways, like using the social 
media efficiently, but also by organizing a village fete for families or 
inviting 100 random customers for an AGM at the Fruit Towers, 
where they had structured session on all aspects of the business, as 
well as a longer Q&A session with the founders. 

One of their very successful campaigns, Big Knit, started in 2004. 
It was one of the employers at Innocent who came up with the idea 
to knit small woolly hats to their smoothie bottles, in order to raise 
awareness and money for the elderly people who die each winter 
as they can’t keep warm. The first year they got 3,000 small 
hats knitted by grannies around the country, four years later over 
500,000 hats where knitted by Innocent customers from age 7 
to 97, raising over £250,000 for Age Concern (Germain, Reed, 
2009). The winter campaign is still, 10 years later, successful and 
engaging people. 

The success of Innocent Drinks show that brands capable of 
creating genuine conversation with customers have a competitive 
advantage over brands and companies that simply speak to 
companies.
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Twitters, text messages, or instagram are of  course communica-
tion as well, but how deep, interested, inspired and nuanced is it 
possible to be when space is very limited and pace is quick? 

This shift in how we communicate is one of  the major factors 
in endangering empathy. The aggressive commenting on social 
media, where little possibilities for real conversation is provided, 
is immense and concerning. “The challenge is to rethink how 
we talk to people so we can gain greater insights into their 
thoughts, feelings, and world views and deepen our emotional 
bonds with them.” (Krznaric, 2014, p. 98) Krznaric has no-
ticed that highly empathic people have a certain way to their 
conversation, which includes “curiosity about strangers, radical 
listening, taking off their masks, concern for the other, a creative 
spirit, and sheer courage”. The secrete here is that the above 
mentioned qualities need to be genuine, they are not techniques 
to adapt. Brandon Stanton, the photographer/journalist behind 
the photoblog Humans of  New York that has 15 million followers, 
and who has interviewed ten thousands of  people, claims the 
same. He is often asked how he approaches the people on the 
street, how he managed to take such genuine pictures and have 
strangers telling him their inner secrets. In a recent discussion 
with Dave Isay, founder and president of  StoryCorp, he says 
“We [Stanton and Isay] don’t judge or criticize, I am interview-
ing people with a spirit of  genuine interest and compassion.” 
(storycorps.me, 2015) 

Graphic design, in all it’s forms, is in itself  communication, 
and in the best of  cases–conversation. In successful design 
outcomes the six factors of  empathic conversation–curiosity 
about strangers, radical listening, sharing yourself, concern for 
the other, a creative spirit, and sheer courage–can be noticed. 
Marketing can also be considered to always be in some way 
empathic, responding to consumers needs and desires, but most 
often with the attention to sell more than the consumer needs 
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and without the consumers health and well-being in mind. 

Krznaric compares companies who benefits from their em-
pathic knowledge with the soul purpose to boost their sales to 
psychopaths: “In other words, they can resemble psychopaths 
who are skilled at cognitive empathy but seem to be missing a 
capacity for affective empathy.” (Krznaric, 2014, p. 123) On the 
other hand, there are also companies who use this insight with 
the intention to improve the quality of  peoples life. As with all 
conversation, genuineness is the key word, and genuine compa-
nies do notice this in their sales.

“Of all affairs, communication is the most wonderful. That things 
should be able to pass from the plane of external pushing and pulling 
to that of revealing themselves to man, and thereby to themselves; 
and that the fruit of communication should be participation, sharing, 
is a wonder by the side of which transubstantiation pales.” (Dewey, 
1934, p. 166)

5) Experience Culture 
Habit five, which Krznaric (2014) calls “Travel in Your 
Armchair” is what comes perhaps most easily to a graphic 
designer, as it considers changing the world by reading books, 
watching films, going to theatres and art exhibitions. All things 
that the average graphic designer does anyway. Fostering empa-
thy by observing art in various forms is probably the most basic 
way to get in touch with empathy, as the origin of  empathy is in 
the philosophy of  aesthetics. “The word [empathy] represented 
an attempt to describe our ability to get “inside” a work of  
beauty by, for example, projecting ourselves and our feelings 
“into” a painting, a sculpture, a piece of  music, even beauty of  
nature itself.” (Howe, 2013, p. 6) 

Not all forms of  media is emphatically engaging and therefore 
care needs to be taken in choosing the media. As stated before, 
social media many times intensifies the narcissistic side and 
numbs the empathic radar, but also many otherwise entertain-
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ing films and books can accentuate stereotypes and prejudices 
rather than build empathy. On the Empathy Library website 
(www.empathylibrary.com) people from around the world has 
contributed with inspiring book titles and films to spark a global 
empathy revolution. Some of  the films and books mentioned 
are Untouchable, France 2011, Shindler’s List, Poland 1993, and the 
books Toggle (Wyon Stansfeld, 2013), and Wonder (R.J. Palacio, 
2012). 

Art and photography, and the emotions and empathy they can 
awake are of  fundamental value. The philosopher and teacher 
John Dewey (1902–1952) wrote several articles and essays on 
aesthetics. Art as Experience (Dewey, 1934) being the major of  
them. Dewey is stressing the importance of  experiencing art, 
through which the artist and the active observer convene, both 
physically, psychologically and culturally. “...works of  art are 
the most intimate and energetic means of  aiding individuals to 
share in the arts of  living.” (Dewey, 1934, p. 336) 

“But at their best they bring about an organic blending of attitudes 
characteristic of experience of our own age with that of remote 
peoples. For the new features are not mere decorative additions but 
enter into the structure of works of art and thus occasion a wider and 
fuller experience” (Dewey, 1934, p. 347). 

Habit five is also of  immense importance when concentrating 
on intercultural empathy. “Travel in your Armchair” can by 
no means meet up with the real face to face experience, but is 
both time and money efficient, two aspects appreciated both by 
clients and designer. Experiencing the arts, films and books of  
the particular country/social group targeted is a highly effective 
way of  entering the mind and backgrounds in question. 

6) Spread Empathy 
The sixth and last habit Krznaric (2014) talks about is “Inspire 
a Revolution” and this is where he calls out for empathists of  
the world to unite! When talking about the endangerment of  
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empathy, many people I have spoken to expresses the doubt 
empathy ever existed on a wider level. Thinking the opposite 
is quite understandable: the history books are filled with stories 
about battles, numbers of  executions, mass deaths, famine, cruel 
emperors. When talking about the millions of  children placed 
in foster homes during the II World War, it is easier to question 
the sanity and outcome of  the evacuation, than to realize what 
a fantastic act of  empathy the foster families presented. In July 
2015 the newspapers and social media were filled with racist 
statements from Finnish politicians and nationalist-minded 
individuals. These statements gave birth to something previ-
ously never seen; a manifestation against racism, organized on 
the initiative of  one single man in Helsinki in only two days, 
gathering 15.000 people and the best of  Finnish musicians. The 
manifestation was then organized in several other cities around 
Finland, gathering ten thousands of  people, all showing their 
support for a multi-cultural Finland. 

The globalisation, the internet, and the social media makes it 
fast and cheap to transmit information to an seemingly endless 
amount of  people from all around the world. Graphic designers 
role in how and what is spread is both diminishing and expand-
ing. Diminishing as technology aloud anyone to post anything 
and phenomenas such as “everyone is a designer” flourishes. 
Expanding for the same reason, as it is more important than 
ever to use the professional insights to communicate in the most 
appropriate way–an excellent opportunity to start an empathic 
revolution.
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4. 
CONCLUSION

 
“IF ENOUGH OF US BECOME EMPATHIC TRAVELLERS,  

WE MAY WELL FIND THAT WE TRANSFORM THE WORLD WE LIVE IN” 
Roman Krznaric, Cultural Thinker and Writer

The scope of  this thesis was to explore ways to become an 
empathic graphic designer. The signification of  that scope was 
not to find a method, such as the methods introduced in the 
previous chapter, but to truly become an empathic graphic 
designer, in the meaning that the whole design process would be 
empathic. Empathy would by such not be only adapted occa-
sionally when using a certain method, but would be the core to 
design, reflecting on why, how and what is designed.

The main benefits of  becoming an empathic designer are: 
– empathy boosts the creativity 
– more accurate and adequate design outcome 
– reduced stress for the designer, as the design result is based on  
 user needs 
– empathic designers are part of  transforming the world  
 towards a better place to live in

After spending several interesting months reading, discussing, 
and observing empathy, the most hands on and motivated way 
to becoming an empathic designer found is the six habits of  
highly empathic people portrayed by Krznaric (2014). Being an 
empathic designer most naturally includes being an empathic 
person as such. Accordingly practicing those methods would 
be enough to fulfil the task of  this thesis. Hence the outcome 
of  this thesis is based on the six habits, adapting them to the 
endeavour of  graphic design, concurrently augmenting the 
information gained from the other sources. 
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As a natural outcome of  the research conducted for this Master 
Thesis the idea of  an empathic exercise was born. This chapter 
of  the thesis will go through the design process leading to that 
result.

BRIEF IN SHORT
A converging outcome of  the overall recession in society is an 
increase of  freelance graphic designers as well as small graphic 
design agencies and communities. These graphic designers 
needs tools and methods to do the best possible work in an 
increasingly harsh environment. Graphic designers are expected 
to know how to communicate with people from far away coun-
tries, from widely different circumstances, while simultaneously 
the budgets and timetables are reduced. This is by no means an 
easy task, and if  care will not be taken, the consequences can 
be disastrous. Graphic designers are interpreters that visualize 
information and make it understandable. To do this successfully 
there need to be a deep understanding for the end user other-
wise there is a big risk for failure and mistakes. 

Society is highly visual and the graphic designer has more 
influence than meets the eye. Design can increase consumerism, 
manipulate what people read and notice, even what people 
think. Design can also be used to educate, motivate and inspire. 

Today’s world is no sight for sore eyes. Hostility, recession, over-
consumption, obesity, global warming are all dark clouds hang-
ing over all continents. Research show empathy being endan-
gered (Konrath & O’Brien & Hsing, 2010), yet empathy is also 
trending, and there are several sources of  literature concerning 
the impact and potential empathy can have in society and how 
it can be part of  the solution when addressing human problems 
on a global ground. By becoming empathic graphic designers, 
one can be part of  the solution rather than the problem. The 
question is how to become an empathic graphic designer?
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DISCOVER
The design process starts with thorough understanding of  the brief  and 
research of  the area. What is empathy? What are the methods of  becoming 
more empathic? How to adapt these methods to the field of  graphic design? 
What methods already exists? The previous chapters of  this thesis are the 
result of  this phase in the design process. 

The research showed the helpful empathy map by XPLANE, 
which has been used at this phase of  the design process. Figure 6

DEFINE
The second phase of  the design process defines the strategies and parameters 
based on the knowledge achieved in the first, discover, phase. What will be 
the platform/media? What is the context? What is the wanted outcome? 

Strategy & platform/media
The empathic exercise will be a 12 day empathy challenge.  
It is based on the six habits of  highly empathic people thought 
out by Roman Krznaric, adapting them to the endeavour of  
graphic design, concurrently augmenting the information 
gained from the other sources of  the thesis.

The length of  the challenge is defined keeping in mind the 
hectic and busy schedule graphic designers face. Another pa-
rameter when choosing the length were the 6 empathic habits. 
Each habit has been given 2 days. At the end of  the exercise 
programme the user is encouraged to continue for another 
period, and will hopefully keep exercising until a sufficient level 
of  empathy is reached. 

Based on the outcome of  the empathy map and the research, 
the most appropriate media is a mobile application. This is a 
contradiction, as the research on several occasion states that 
one of  the main causes to empathy being endangered is the 
increased media time among people. However, a mobile appli-
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cation is none the less the most suitable answer to media choice 
for the main target audience–freelance graphic designers–as it is 
easily accessible, cheap and immediate.

Context
By taking the challenge the users commit to a 12 day program 
that will help him/her become a more empathic graphic 
designer. The application will do this by giving the user one 
empathic task each day. 

The tasks are grouped into 6 categories:  
1. The Empathic Brain 
2. Imaginative Leap 
3. Experiential Adventures 
4. Genuine Conversations 
5. Experience Culture 
6. Spread Empathy

Each category has a vast number of  tasks, that the application 
randomly chooses from. This in order for the user to be able to 
retake the challenge several times a row. 

DEVELOP
In the third phase of  the design process the strategic ideas are developed 
further and visual drawings are preformed. Which are the actual tasks? 
How will the application look and feel? Which colours and fonts should be 
used?

The visual appearance is deprived of  all gimmicks and adorn-
ments, in order not to contradict with the vast and strong style 
array represented within graphic designers. Hence the colours 
are kept achromatic (black/grey/white) and the typography 
neutral and clear (Brandon Grotesque and Baskerville). The 
application is technically kept intelligible in order not to squan-
der any focus from the applications main mission.
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DELIVER
Once the visual designed is refined and fined tuned, the design will be given 
further for the technical development, and will in close co-operation with the 
programmer take its final shape. 

Special concern will be taken in order to make an application 
that will work effortlessly on all platforms and operating systems.

FURTHER DEVELOPMENT
The ECDG mobile application is a beta version. For the appli-
cation to be fully useful for fostering empathy in all its potential, 
the application should be developed further. Additional useful 
features would be: 
1. the possibility to chose which country/city/social group to  
 train to empathize with 
2. the possibility to chose the length of  the daily excise 
3. connecting with other practitioners and the possibility to   
 share the experience and the stories explored threw a website  
 connected to the application
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HEAR?
what does friends say
what does boss say
what influencers say

SAY & DO?
attitude in public
appearance
behaviour toward others

PAIN
fears
frustrations
obstacles

selfcritical

inspiredcompromise
praises

difficult 
times

not  
enough  
time

no
budget

stay hungry 
stay foolish

interested

not  
enough  
time

low
budget

no work/too 
much work

inadequate 
briefing

problemsolver

think  
outside  
the box

be innovative

be awsome

win awards

you can  
do better

Wow! but...

THINK & FEEL?
what really counts
major preoccupations
worries&aspiration

Figure 6: Empathy Map for Graphic Designers

too many  
opinions
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frustration

eager
last minute 
panic

SEE?
environment
friends
what the market offers

GAIN
wants/needs
measures of success
obstacles

details

culture

music

other
creatives

notices 
graphics

urban

colours

deadlines

technology

no work/too 
much work

next 
project

interesting

quiet

inspiring 
work being offered 

work

meeting brief 
and deadline 
successully

not  
enough  
time

forerunner

observing

gimmicks
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MOBILE APPLICATION, DESIGN SOLUTIONS

 
LET US EXPLORE  

WHAT YOUR MIND  
IS CAPABLE OF

L E T ’S  E X P L O R E
W H AT  YO U R  M I N D  

I S  C A PA B L E  O F
·

E C G D
[12 days  empathy challenge  

for  g raphic designers]
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COLOUR SCHEME

BLACK 0-0-0 · GREY 200-200-210 · WHITE 255-255-255

The achromatic colours are chosen in order to keep  
the application simple and neutral.

TYPOGRAPHY 

BRANDON Grotesque bold
A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z
BRANDON Grotesque regular
a b c d e f g h i j k l m n o p q r s t u v w x y z

BASKERVILLE Semibold
A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z
BASKERVILLE Regular
a b c d e f g h i j k l m n o p q r s t u v w x y z
BASKERVILLE Semibold Italic
a b c d e f g h i j k l m n o p q r s t u v w x y z

Brandon Grotesque was designed in 2010 by Hannes von 
Döhren. It was chosen for the ECDG application due o its 
functional and soft appearance.

Baskerville is a serif  typeface designed in 1757 by  
John Baskerville. It was chosen for the ECDG application in 
order to give a traditional contrast to the modern media.
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STRUCTURE

12:3

SIGN IN

216 dp 32 dp

24 dp

48 dp

136 dp

88 dp

576 dp

32 dp

48 dp

Margins  Top: 24 dp  Bottom: 48 dp  Left: 36 dp  Right: 36 dp

Top app bar, 48 dp high, second bar start 88 dp from top.

Text field start 136 dp from top. Text centered.

Bottom bar start 576 dp from top

A 216 dp wide side navigation with menu and text aligned on the left.  
Float temporarily as overlay.

Pages from side navigation transitioning from bottom.

Full-screen pop up dialogues.
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1. 
LOADING  

PAGE

2.
LOG IN
SIGN IN

HOW
WHAT
WHY

3.
SIGN IN

4. 
LOG IN

8.
SETTINGS

9.
HOW

10.
WHAT

11.
WHY

12.
C&T&C

FLOWCHART FOR THE ECDG APP
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5.
OVERVIEW

6.
DAILY  

CHALLENGE

13.
DAILY  

CHALLENGE

14.
DAY

OVER

7. 
SETTING

HOW
WHAT
WHY

C&T&C



70

L E T ’S  E X P L O R E
W H AT  YO U R  M I N D  

I S  C A PA B L E  O F
·

[12 days  empathy challenge  
for  graphic designers]

12:3

 
H O W  I T  W O R K S

·
W H AT  I S  E M PAT H Y

·
W H Y  I T  M AT T E R S

·
S I G N  I N

·

ALREADY AN EMPATHIZER? LOGIN

12:3

ALREADY AN EMPATHIZER? LOGIN

12:3

SIGN IN

Your Name

e-mail  address

password

·

By clicking start,  
you agree to our T&Cs

12:3

1. 2.

3.
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12:3

LOG IN

e-mail  address

password

·

Forgot password?

12:3

LOG IN

e-mail  address

·

A new password will be sent to your e-mail

LOG IN

12:3

DAILY CHALLENGE
· ·

C H A L L E N G E  1/12
Take a 15 min bus ride.  Look 

closely at  your fellow pas-
sengers.  From where are they 

coming? Where are they going? 
What is  in their bags? Why? 

What are they scared of ?

P R E V I O U S  C H A L L E N G E S

C H A L L E N G E  C O M P L E T E D?
 

H O W  D I D  I T  G O  T O D AY ?

12:3

OVERVIEW
· ·

Mr. Elliot  Empathizer

 RO U N D  1/X
 D AY  1/12

YO U R  P R O G R E S S

YO U R  M O O D

4. 4b.

6.5.
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12:3

HOW IT WORKS

Each one of  us  i s  more or  less 
empathic .  But  most  of  us  are  not 
as  empathic  as  we could be.  Our 

empathic  brains  lack exerc i se  due to 
hect ic  l i fes ty le  and long days  in  f ront 

of  computer s.

The ECDG app i s  developed for  
Graphic  Des igners,  but  a l l  the 

chal lenges,  wi th minor adaptat ions, 
are  sui table  for  everyone who would 

l ike  to  tra in their  
empathic  brains. 

Put  your ego as ide,  
and embark the empathic  jour ney.

WHO IS IT FOR
· ·

12:3

HOW IT WORKS

Each day  
for  the next  12 days  you wi l l  receive 
a pop up not i f icat ion with your dai ly 

empathy chal lenge.

Complete  
the chal lenge in  the way that  sui t s 
you.  You do not  have to  document 

your act ions  in  anyway,  but  pay 
at tent ion to  your fee l ings  during the 

day and during the chal lenge. 

At the  end of  the  day  
you wi l l  receive a  new not i f icat ion. 

Did you complete  the chal lenge? Was 
the chal lenge di f f icul t?  

Did i t  leave you happy or  sad?  
Tick the appropriate  emoticon to  keep 

track of  your progress.

12  days  i s  not  a  lot ,  but  a  good start .  
You can a l so  retake the chal lenge,  and 

tur n 12 into 24,  or  36! 

WHAT TO DO
· ·

12:3

E C G D

H O W  I T  W O R K S
· Who is it for
· What to do

S E T T I N G S
· Set time of challenge
· Log out

W H AT  I S  E M PAT H Y
· Definition of empathy
· Useful links

W H Y  I T  M AT T E R S
· What are the benefits of 
  this challenge

CONTACT & 
TERMS & 
CONDITIONS

12:3 12:3

SETTINGS

S AV E  S E T T I N G S
·

LO G  O U T
·

T H E  D E A L
You wi l l  receive  
·  1  challenge  

·  1  end-of-the-day-note  
each day for  the next  12 days

CHOOSE THE TIME  
OF YOUR CHALLENGE  
(morning recommended)

 
00.00

WHEN DOES YOUR DAY END?
 

00.00

The side navigation transitions from the left of  the screen,  
overlaying the main page.

7. 8.

9b.9.



73

12:3

12:3

12:3

WHAT IS EMPATHY

Empathy i s  the abi l i ty  
to  walk  in  another  persons  shoes,  

to  see  with their  eyes  
and to  fee l  wi th their  hearts.  

I t  i s  the abi l i ty  to  l i s ten to  what  i s 
not  being sa id.

I t  i s  the abi l i ty  to  take an 
imaginat ive  leap and recogniz ing 
that  other  people  have di f ferent 

tas tes,  exper iences,  and  
world v iews than our own.  

We do not  have to  agree with these 
v iews and emotions,  but  we need to 

fu l ly  recognize and respect  them.

 

SHORT DEFINITION OF EMPATHY
· ·

12:3 12:3

WHAT IS EMPATHY

VIDEOS

The Empathic  Civi l izat ion 
· 

The Power of  Outrospect ion 
·

Empathy vs  Sympathy 
·

WEBSITES

The Empathy Library 
·

Reading the Mind in the Eyes 
·

Empathy Quiz 
·

 

USEFUL LINKS
· ·

12:3

C&T&C

Contact 
for  more infor mat ion about  
the ECDG project  contact

wonderland@perfectwhite. f i

Terms & Condit ions
By jo ining the ECDG program you 
agree to  do your up-most  to  make  

the world a  l i t t le  bet ter  by becoming 
an empathic  g raphic  des igner. 

12:3

WHY IT MATTERS

Boost  Creat iv i ty  
Immers ing yourse l f  in  another  world 

not  only  opens  you up to  new creat ive 
poss ib i l i t ies

Better  Des ign Outcome  
An empathic  approach a l lows you to 
leave behind preconceived ideas  and 

outmoded ways  of  th inking.

Reduce Stress 
le t t ing go of  the ego and des igning 

based on the input  of  others  reduces 
s tress  and helps  
the work- f low

Transform the World  
des ign i s  at  the core of  the world’s 
largest  chal lenges. . .and so lut ions

12:3

The pages from the side navigation transitions from the bottom 
of  the screen.

10. 10b.

12.11.
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12:3

D AY  O V E R
In todays  chal lenge you have taken 

the imaginat ive  leap into other 
peoples  l ives. 

Let ’s  cont inue the work-out 
tomorrow!

C H A L L E N G E  C O M P L E T E D?
 

H O W  D I D  I T  G O  T O D AY ?

12:3

C H A L L E N G E  3/12
Take a 15 min bus  r ide.  Look 

close ly  at  your fe l low passengers. 
From where are  they coming? 

Where are  they going?  
What i s  in  their  bags?  Why?  

What are  they scared of ?

Full-screen pop up dialogues appear twice a day, at a pre-set 
time (morning and evening)

13. 14.
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EXAMPLES OF THE DAILY CHALLENGES 
 
DAY 1 & 2 · The Empathic Brain

Watch the 10 min animation film The Empathic Civilisation

After watching the film, think about whether you consider yourself and your surrounding 
more as Homo empathicus or Homo selfcentricus. Why?

Take the Reading the Mind in the Eyes test by Simon Baron-Cohen.

Think about how experiences in your life has shaped your capacity to empathize.

Tip: Write down your score, re-take the test at the end of the 12-day challenge and 
compare the results.

Define empathy. What is it and why do you think it matters? Are you more empathic or 
sympathetic?

Yawn. Count the seconds until you yawn. 

The yawning reflex is actually due to mirror neurons in your brains. These mirror neurons 
are one of the reasons we can empathize. Think about other mimicry you have experi-
enced. Maybe a contagious laughter or an exciting sport occasion?

DAY 3 & 4 · Imaginative Leap

Take a 15 min bus ride. Look closely at your fellow passengers. From where are they 
coming? Where are they going?  
What is in their bags? Why?  
What are they scared of? 

Eavesdrop–today you are aloud to!

Sit down at a café and start listening to the conversation of the people behind you. 
Don’t look at them, just listen carefully. Imagine yourself as one of those people in that 
situation? What are you (that is, him or her) thinking and feeling at that moment? How 
did you end up in this particular place at this particular time with this particular person? 
What is your body-language? Turn around and see how accurate you were.

Imagine the person you are designing for. Pick a character that can be considered on 
either extreme of the spectrum. Write down what this person think & feel, see, hear, and 
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say & do. Now do the same for a person from the other extreme of the spectrum. What 
differs these two? What connects them?

Walk around the neighbourhood of a person you are designing for. Document the daily 
surroundings by taking pictures of cars, bus-stands, supermarkets. 

Later in the day, look at the pictures while imagining you are the person seeing and 
experiencing these instances. What are your (that is, his or hers) feelings? How are you 
acting?

DAY 5 & 6 · Experiential Adventures

Arrange so that you can work a few hours at your clients company, shop, factory. 

Think of someone you’d like to understand—your enigmatic client, the uncooperative 
printer, the strict accountant. Remember a recent interaction you had with this person—
especially one that left you baffled as to how they were really feeling. Now imitate, 
as closely as you can, the physical posture, facial expression, exact words, and vocal 
inflection they used during that encounter. Notice what emotions arise within you.

Go undercover. Where does the people you design for eat lunch? Join them.

Arrange so that you can spend a few hours following your co-workers /subcontractors 
day, assisting them in their task, while they explain to you what and why they are doing 
these actions.

Leave your comfort-zone. Explore something you don’t know, something that scares you 
or something you truly dislike. 

DAY 7 & 8 · Genuine Conversation

Start talking to a person who belongs to your everyday life but who you never spoken to 
before. What is his or her story for being where you meet?

Ask your client to join you for lunch, without any work related achievements to attend 
to. Discuss how he/she got into the business in the first place, what hopes and fears he/
she has. 
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Go to a café in a neighbourhood you never visit. Have a conversation with someone 
there. Ask what the neighbourhood is like? Do they live or work there? Take time to 
really listen to their answers.

Have a conversation with a friend or colleague. Discuss a topic you feel strongly about. 
Try to listen without adding.

DAY 9 & 10 · Experience Culture

Visit an art museum. Observe the paintings by looking at brushstrokes, colour, texture, 
lines, expression, etc. and try to pinpoint the artworks emotions and message. Imagine 
the artwork as a language, what is it telling you and why?

Watch a film from a country you do not normally watch films from. How does it differ 
from the films you usually watch? Are there some familiarities? 

Go to the closest statue to where you live. Experience the statue as a direct mean of 
communication. What is the artist telling you through time and space? What is your 
response and why?

Read a poem you do not know from before. What emotions does it evoke? Draw it using 
colours and shapes.

DAY 11 & 12 · Spread Empathy

How can you create a working environment where empathy can flourish?

What single change can you make in your everyday life to deepen your empathic 
presence?

Which of the previous challenges can you integrate into your weekly routines? How can 
you make that happen?

Host an empathy dinner for 3–5 people. Discuss what empathy is and why it matters. 
Is empathy today flourishing or endangered? Share your experiences and listen to each 
other. 








