
INTERVIEW FOR EMPATHY
Design Thinking Toolkit 

Start with simple questions….

… then dig deeper.

Your goal: discover insights, surprises, and opportunities 
by talking to real people.

Why interview?

Before we’re able to create truly innovative solutions for real people we first have to learn 
to empathize with their unique worldview. What experiences have shaped them? What do 
they value the most? What frustrates them? Empathy allows us to explore meaningful 
solutions to address their needs.

Introduce 
yourself

Explain what 
you’re doing

Build rapport with 
simple questions 

Encourage 
stories

Dig deeper by asking “why”; 
explore emotions

Ask permission 
to take a photo

Capture 
insights

Time

How to design your interview

For example: 
How do you start your day? 
What’s your favorite hobby? 
What’s your major?

For example: 
What makes you nervous? 
What do you want to be remembered for?
Why do you think you feel that way?

THINGS TO KEEP IN MIND: 
• Shed your own assumptions and embrace a beginner’s mindset. 
• Suspend your judgments. Keep an open mind. Never offer an opinion. 
• Be fully present and attentive. Show your interviewee they are interesting to you.
• Interview in pairs when possible. One can ask questions whilst the other takes notes. 
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OTHER TOOLS FOR GAINING EMPATHY

Observation
Watch your interviewee in action. Observe their physical actions, their habits, the products they 
use, and how they interact with people and things in their environment. Pay special attention to 
any work-arounds (adaptations or accommodations) they may have developed. These are often 
signs of unarticulated needs.

Shadowing 
Get your hands dirty! Ask your interviewee if you can go through their actions yourself. 

Research
Go to the library for help discovering first-hand accounts of stories and experiences. 

Capture your findings!
Don’t forget to record what you’ve learned in as many different ways as possible. 

1) Write down memorable quotes 
2) Draw important objects or scenes 
3) Record your observations and initial hunches 
4) Take pictures (with permission) 


