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TL;DR - Empathy is the most important skill you can practice. It will lead to greater success 
personally and professionally and will allow you to become happier the more you practice. 

 

an a programmer, I guess when I say that I’m probably right. I spend much more time and 
much more effort learning how to understand the people around me than I do code, systems, 
architectures, and technologies. I’m not an expert or even remarkable at it, but I work on it 
consciously and consistently. The it  I’m describing here is called “empathy”. 

The action of understanding, being aware of, being sensitive to, and vicariously 
experiencing the feelings, thoughts, and experience of another of either the past or present 
without having the feelings, thoughts, and experience fully communicated in an 
objectively explicit manner 

Merriam Webster Empathy 

As exhausting as it is for me, this is the primary reason for the success and good fortune I’ve 
enjoyed in my life. 

 

Why practice empathy? 

▸ You will understand the unspoken parts of your communication with others. 

▸ You will better understand the needs of your customers at work. 

▸ You will have less trouble dealing with interpersonal conflict both at home and at work. 

▸ You will be able to more accurately predict the actions and reactions of people you 
interact with. 

▸ You will learn how to motivate the people around you. 

▸ You will more effectively convince others of your point of view. 

▸ You will experience the world in higher resolution as you perceive through not only your 
perspective but the perspectives of those around you. 

▸ You will find it easier to deal with the negativity of others if you can better understand 
their motivations and fears. Lately when I find myself personally struggling with 
someone, I remind myself to empathize and I immediately calm myself and accept the 
situation for what it is. 

You will be a better leader, a better follower, and most important, a better friend. 
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http://chadfowler.com/2014/01/19/empathy.html
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/empathy


 

 

How to practice 

Here are a few ideas on how to practice to develop your empathy. 

Listen 

d v 

 

isually and with sound (“ah”, “oh”, “ya?”) but allow at least a second to pass before responding 
verbally. Ask followup questions to better understand what the speaker intended or how they 
feel before you respond with your own opinions. 

Hopefully you’ll need more time before you speak, because you’ve been too focused on the 
speaker to start preparing your response. 

Watch and Wonder 

Put down your cell phone. Instead of checking twitter or reading articles while you wait for 
the train or are stuck in a traffic jam, look at the people around you and imagine who they 
might be, what they might be thinking and feeling, and where they are trying to go right now. 
Are they frustrated? Happy? Singing? Looking at their phones? Do they live here or are they 
from out of town? 

Have they had a nice day? Try to actually wonder and care. 

 

 

Know Your Enemies 

Mblem is usually more of a fundamental philosophical difference than about the specific r 
than calm them? What valid arguments could this person make against your views and your 
handling of the situation? What good  intentions does this person hold? What are the positive 
motivations behind what you perceive as a negative outcome? Do you agree with the 
motivations? If so, are they more important than the specific conflict? 

If you’re like me, just going through this exercise (maybe a couple of times with the same 
subject) can greatly reduce your frustration and anxiety over some of the most stressful 
inter-personal situations. It may sound obvious, but doing it is very different from 
understanding how it could work. 

Choose the Other Side 

While talking with Kelly about practicing empathy, she had a great idea. It’s hard to side with  

http://kellyjeanne.wordpress.com/

