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EMPATHY
Understanding Other People’s Behavior

Examples of
Empathic Statements
“I can understand why you’d
be stressed out in that
situation.”
“That must be painful.”
“It makes sense that you feel
overwhelmed.”
“It sounds like you feel really
ripped off.”
“I can hear the pain in your
voice.”
“So you’re feeling helpless.”
“I can understand why you feel
so angry with him.”
“I imagine you’re feeling really
scared about this.”
“That’s tragic. I can see that
you’re upset.”
“Most people would feel
terrible in that situation.”
“You must feel like you always
have to walk on eggshells
around that person. I would
hate that.”
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Tale of the Missing Luggage
Most of us have been there. We arrive at our destination, but our
luggage does not. Our luggage goes sightseeing somewhere
entirely diﬀerent, and we’re stuck wearing the same old clothes.
Losing luggage has been a problem since the early days of flight.
But in the 1930’s, LaMotte Cohn, general manager of American
Airways, came up with a brilliant solution. He set up a meeting
that company managers from around the U.S. had to attend, but
he made sure all of their luggage became lost on the way.
Suddenly, the number of problems with lost luggage went down
dramatically. That’s the power of empathy—putting yourself in
someone else’s place. When the executives experienced first-hand
what it was like losing luggage, they took action.
Empathy is one of the most powerful ways to improve any
personal interaction. If I could teach only one communication
skill, it would be empathy.
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Does Empathy Mean I’m Sad When
the Other Person is Sad?
Empathy does not mean you feel the same emotions as the other
person, nor does it mean that you would feel them if you were in
the same situation. It simply means that you understand their
feelings or behavior.

Empathy is Not Condoning
Obstacles to Empathy
Lashing Out. Anger and
defensive reactions often
overwhelm any desire to
show empathy.
Problem-Solving. Problemsolving has its place, but it
can become a problem in
itself if it is not preceded by
empathy. Without showing
empathy first, trying to
come up with solutions or
giving a pep talk can
alienate the other person.
Talking Sense into the
Person. Some people try to
talk the other person out of
their feelings. But in most
cases, people are looking
for understanding, not a
dissection of the logic
underlying their feelings.

When we show empathy, that does not mean we condone what
the other person has done. You can understand a person’s actions
without approving of them.

You Don’t Know How a Person is Feeling
When you attempt to express empathy, keep in mind that you
never fully know how another person is feeling, so you want to be
open to being corrected. In some cases, you may actually invite
the person to correct you if you either misinterpret their feelings,
or if you don’t grasp the intensity of their feelings.
You usually want to avoid the words, “I know how you feel.”
Acting as if you know exactly how a person feels can trigger a
defensive, sometimes angry, response: “You don’t know how I
feel!”
When you don’t know how a person feels, ask.

What if You Just Can’t Empathize?
Empathy needs to be sincere if it is to have any power at all. But
what if you cannot sincerely give empathy?
For instance, a person’s behavior may strike you as too irrational
to give empathy with any sincerity. In these cases, try to think
about how the person’s behavior might make sense for him or her,
given past experiences. You can also think about how your own
past experiences make it hard for you to empathize. Your goal is
to understand the motivation behind the other person’s actions.
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