Empathy Mapping and Human-Centred Design Thinking
Using the example of Jamie buying a television
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Introduction
An empathy map is a useful human-centred design thinking tool because it helps designers move beyond designing what they think people need and towards understanding what people actually experience, think, feel and do.
Using the example of Jamie buying a television, the empathy map becomes a bridge between understanding a person and designing a solution around their needs.
1. Where does the empathy map fit within design thinking?
The empathy map is most closely associated with the Empathise stage of the design thinking process, although its findings can inform all subsequent stages.
	Stage
	Purpose

	1. Empathise
	Understand people, their experiences, needs, frustrations and motivations.

	2. Define
	Identify and articulate the human-centred problem worth addressing.

	3. Ideate
	Generate potential solutions to the identified problem.

	4. Prototype
	Create something tangible that can be explored or experienced.

	5. Test
	Gather feedback from people and refine the design.


The process is not necessarily linear. Insights from testing may lead to a revised understanding of the person, a new problem definition or an entirely different idea.
The empathy map supports the transition from empathy to actionable design decisions.
2. Understanding the four quadrants
The empathy map divides Jamie’s experience into four perspectives. Each perspective helps designers explore different aspects of the human experience.
Says – Expressed words
What does Jamie explicitly communicate? Examples include: “What do you think?”, “What size is best?” and “I want something reliable.” These statements provide insight into Jamie’s expressed needs, questions and priorities.
Thinks – Cognitive experience
What might Jamie be considering but not necessarily saying aloud? Examples include: “Why is this so hard?”, “What else am I missing?” and “Do they think I’m stupid?” This quadrant encourages designers to consider uncertainty, expectations, assumptions and unexpressed concerns.
Does – Observable behaviour
What actions does Jamie take during the purchasing process? Examples include checking the website, comparing products, asking friends and postponing big decisions. These behaviours show how Jamie responds to the purchasing environment.
Feels – Emotional experience
What emotions might Jamie experience? Examples include feeling overwhelmed, anxious, excited, inadequate and fearful. These feelings can reveal emotional barriers and opportunities to improve the experience.
An important teaching distinction
The four quadrants should not be treated as four independent lists. They work together to reveal the relationship between a person’s thoughts, emotions, words and behaviours.
For example:
	Quadrant
	Example

	Says
	“I want something reliable.”

	Thinks
	“Do they think I’m stupid?”

	Does
	Compares multiple products and asks friends for advice.

	Feels
	Overwhelmed and anxious.


The designer can begin exploring a possible underlying need: Jamie wants to make a confident purchasing decision without feeling overwhelmed or judged. This is an initial interpretation, not a proven fact. A human-centred designer would investigate it with Jamie and other relevant users.
3. From empathy map to a human-centred problem
The empathy map becomes particularly valuable when designers begin translating observations into a clearer understanding of the problem.
A designer could approach the TV purchasing problem from different perspectives:
Product-centred perspective: “How can we sell more televisions?”
Technology-centred perspective: “How can we develop a website with more product information?”
Human-centred perspective: “What is Jamie experiencing, and how might we improve that experience?”
Step 1: Identify the observable experience
The map identifies several potential difficulties:
Information overload: too many acronyms, options and technical specifications.
Decision uncertainty: Jamie is unsure where to start and which product is most suitable.
Emotional discomfort: possible feelings of anxiety, inadequacy and being overwhelmed.
Trust and confidence: uncertainty about who to trust and whether the decision is right.
These are potential areas for investigation. The map itself does not establish which difficulty is most important to Jamie or whether all the statements are accurate.
Step 2: Look for relationships and patterns
Design thinking is not simply about collecting individual observations. It involves exploring how different experiences relate to one another.
	Possible pattern
	Interpretation

	Too many technical terms and product options
	Possible environmental factor

	Difficulty comparing products
	Potential cognitive challenge

	Uncertainty and anxiety
	Potential emotional consequence

	Postponing the purchase or seeking advice
	Potential behavioural response


This is a hypothesised experience pathway rather than a demonstrated causal chain. Research and engagement with users would help determine whether the pattern actually exists.
The problem might not simply be that Jamie needs more product information. It may be that the current purchasing experience makes it difficult for Jamie to interpret information, trust the decision and feel confident.
4. From problem definition to ideation
Once designers have developed and validated a clearer understanding of the user experience, they can formulate a human-centred design challenge using a How Might We question.
Product-centred question:
How might we increase television sales through improved product comparison?
Human-centred question:
How might we help people like Jamie make confident television purchasing decisions without feeling overwhelmed by technical information?
The second question does not prescribe a solution. It creates space for multiple possibilities.
Potential ideas
1. Simplified comparison tool
A website that translates technical specifications into plain language and allows users to compare only the features relevant to their needs.
2. Needs-based purchasing guide
Customers begin with questions about how they intend to use the TV, their space and their preferences.
3. Plain-language product guide
A physical or digital guide that explains common acronyms, highlights trade-offs and provides clear questions to ask.
4. Interactive decision-support experience
A kiosk or digital service that helps customers explore their requirements and understand options at their own pace.
The empathy map does not tell us which idea to select. It helps generate ideas that respond to the experiences and needs being investigated.
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