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This session will share methods and approaches in approaching design
with the core value of empathy. Empathy is the first step in design
thinking and the basis for user-centric design. Learn how practitioners
from multiple design disciplines bring multiple voices into the design
process using empathy as their starting point.

Learning Objectives
• Define the principles of a user-centric design process
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• Design a process to bring in multiple voices and perspectives
• Identify strategies to avoid and defuse conflict
• Understand the power of empathy in reaching agreement as well as
being the key to meaningful design
EMPATHY is the first step in design thinking and the basis for usercentric design
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EMPATHY is honoring and respecting the experience and thoughts of
others as equal to yours.
CONFLICT is natural in a design process of many perspectives
Hidden in every conflict is an opportunity for the designer to gain new
understanding.
Key Principles that all stem from Empathy:
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1. Seek Understanding
2. Be Transparent
3. Build Connection
4. Invite Balanced Participation
5. Share Decision Making
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Case Studies

Principles
Are they are the
same goals as the
community?

1 . S E E K UN DE R S TAN DI N G
• Be a good student. Do the research.
• Clarify the project goals and parameters as defined by the project
sponsor.
• Is there a common ground shared by client and stakeholders going
into a process?
• Start with asking questions.
• Look in and look out.
• Are there current conflicts? Where will the pitfalls be?
• Engage and interview critics proactively from the start.
• Understand that the value of the designer/facilitator is to bring
professional objectivity when the client cannot.
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2 . B E T R AN S PAR E N T
• Commit publically to staying neutral and open.
• Give up control.
• Listen.
• Start with a blank page, trust the community and the process.
• Have an attitude of inclusion–anyone is welcome to join as long as
they commit to entire project.
• Create an atmosphere of openness.
• Don’t expect to be the expert on everything.
• Share the hard problems, bad news and real constraints.

This will build trust and
credibility.

Keep sight of the
unifying goals.
Come back to them often.

3 . B UI L D C O N N E C T I O N
• Establish and cultivate relationships: get to know stakeholders
and let them get to know you.
• Make personal connections–meeting one-on-one.
• Respect the citizen designer–everyone has some expertise.
• Confirm and extract the common ground and goals that join
everyone together.
• Make sure there is an iterative feedback loop. People want to
know that they have been heard, even if they do not get their way.
• Food and caffeine can sustain a positive attitude!

4 . I N V I T E B AL AN C E D PART I C I PAT I O N
This will avoid allowing
any one group to
dominate, especially
disruptive ones.

• Be inclusive–hear from everyone, especially critics.
• Invite a cross section of stakeholders for balanced participation.
• If you can establish a strategically balanced steering committee,
steering committee members will develop a sense of responsibility
to make decisions in the interest of the community.
• If conflict arises, get back to the common ground where everyone
does agree.
• Publically acknowledge each differing point of view. Work with
everyone to brainstorm solutions that might satisfy the differing
stakeholders. Strive for win/win.
• Actively outreach to the community prior to community meetings
so that the disruptive vocal critic(s) can be balanced by more
reasonable voices.
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5 . S H AR E DE C I S I O N M AK I N G
If rough, we can see
opportunities.

• Start with a blank page, without design preconceptions

If polished, we will find
the blemishes.

• As design begins, stay fluid with an atitude of ”sacrificial
design” that is not intended to be perfect.

• Believe that everyone brings some expertise.

• No emotional investment on part of the designer.
• Good ideas come from everywhere- but design still has to
be translated.

Resources and Further Reading
COMMUNITY, The Structure of Belonging,
by Peter Block
Berrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc, 2008
IDEO’s Human Centered Design Toolkit
https://www.ideo.com/work/human-centered-design-toolkit/
http://www.designkit.org/
“Community Tool Box” by Work Group for Community
Health and Development at the University of Kansas
http://ctb.ku.edu
Chapter 20; Section 6: “Training for Conflict Resolution”
http://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/implement/provide-informationenhance-skills/conflict-resolution/main
Meeting of the Minds: A Guide to
Successful Meeting Facilitation
by Daniel S. Iacofano, MIG Communications, 2001
“Dick & Rick: A Visual Primer for Social Impact Design”
(free download)
The Center for Urban Pedagogy (CUP)
232 Third Street #D201, Brooklyn, NY
Plus other resources:
http://welcometocup.org/Projects/TechnicalAssistance/DickRick
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