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Empathy Mapping UX: Understanding and Entering 
the User's Mindset 
In the dynamic world of user experience (UX) design, understanding the user is not just a part of 
the process—it's the cornerstone. Did you know, for instance, that every dollar invested in UX 
results in a return of $100? Moreover, 88% of site visitors are less likely to return after a bad 
user experience. 
 
Gapsy Studio, a leader in innovative UX solutions, emphasizes the significance of this 
understanding through empathy mapping, a powerful tool that goes beyond traditional design 
approaches. Empathy mapping in UX design enables designers and stakeholders to step into 
the shoes of their users, gaining profound insights into their needs, experiences, and 
motivations.  
 
This article delves into how empathy maps serve as a pivotal element in crafting user-centered 
designs, ensuring that every digital experience resonates deeply with its intended audience. 
Join us as we explore the transformative impact of empathy mapping on UX design, guided by 
the expertise and insights from Gapsy Studio. 

Why Create an Empathy UX Map: A Comprehensive Overview 
An empathy map in UX is a powerful visual tool that provides insight into a user's behavior and 
mindset, offering invaluable guidance for designing user-centric experiences. 
 
Conducting an empathy mapping workshop is a collaborative activity that engages stakeholders 
across marketing, sales, product development, and creative teams. By fostering empathy 
towards end users, this exercise facilitates a deeper understanding of user needs and 
preferences, driving the creation of more effective design solutions. 
 
According to Forrester Research, companies that prioritize user experience witness up to a 
400% increase in conversion rates, underscoring the importance of understanding user 
behavior through tools like empathy maps to drive business success. 
 

https://www.forrester.com/report/The-Six-Steps-For-Justifying-Better-UX/RES117708
https://in.nau.edu/experience-design/
https://www.forrester.com/report/The-Six-Steps-For-Justifying-Better-UX/RES117708


 
The heart of crafting effective solutions lies in grasping the core issue and the experiences of 
the person facing it. The process of creating an empathy map encourages participants to adopt 
the user's perspective, considering their objectives and obstacles. 
 
Empathy maps in UX are particularly valuable at the onset of the design journey, post-user 
research but prior to defining requirements and conceptualization. They play a key role in 



consolidating research findings, and unearthing in-depth insights into user needs. While these 
maps are most impactful when grounded in research data, they can also be developed based 
on internal knowledge or existing personas. They're instrumental in shaping personas or linking 
personas with conceptual deliverables. 
 
Incorporating empathy mapping in the early phases of a project enables teams to immerse 
themselves in the user's environment, ensuring a user-centric approach to developing solutions. 
This could range from content ideas, web page designs, app prototypes, to novel service 
offerings. The advantages of empathy map UX include: 
 

●​ Enhanced comprehension of the user 
●​ Consolidation of information into a singular visual 
●​ Highlighting crucial insights from research 
●​ A quick, cost-effective approach 
●​ Flexibility for customization based on the information and objectives at hand 
●​ Shared understanding across teams 

 
Moreover, empathy maps can be utilized throughout the design process, evolving as new 
information emerges. If an empathy map is scant or the session uncovers more questions than 
solutions, it signals the need for further user research. 
 

How Can an Empathy Map Help UX Designers Understand a 
User’s Perspective 
An empathy map is an invaluable tool for UX designers, providing a structured method for 
understanding and internalizing a user's perspective. It acts as a bridge between designers and 
users, enabling a deeper connection with the user experience. Here's how an empathy map 
benefits UX designers in grasping a user's viewpoint: 

●​ Uncovering Hidden Insights: By focusing on what a user thinks, feels, sees, and 
hears, designers can uncover insights that are not immediately apparent. This includes 
understanding the emotional drivers and psychological factors that influence user 
behavior. 

●​ Building a User-Centric Approach: Empathy mapping forces designers to step out of 
their own biases and assumptions and truly consider the user's needs and challenges. 
This shift in perspective ensures that the design process remains user-centric. 

●​ Enhancing Emotional Connection: Understanding a user's emotional state – their 
fears, frustrations, joys, and aspirations – allows designers to create more empathetic 
and emotionally resonant designs. This connection often leads to more engaging and 
satisfying user experiences. 

●​ Facilitating Better Problem-Solving: By having a clearer picture of the user's mindset, 
designers are better equipped to identify and solve problems that users face. Empathy 



maps help in pinpointing areas where users might experience difficulties, enabling more 
targeted and effective solutions. 

●​ Guiding Content and Messaging: The insights from empathy maps can guide the tone, 
language, and messaging used in a design. Knowing what resonates with users helps in 
crafting content that speaks directly to their needs and preferences. 

●​ Supporting Collaborative Design: Empathy maps serve as a visual and tangible 
reference that teams can use to align their understanding of the user. This shared 
perspective fosters collaboration and consistency across the design process. 

In essence, empathy map UX are more than just tools; they are catalysts for a deeper, more 
meaningful engagement with the user's world. They empower UX designers to create solutions 
that are not only functional but also deeply aligned with the user's emotional and psychological 
landscape. 

​
Empathy Mapping vs Journey Mapping. 
In the realm of customer-centered business practices, there's been a surge in the popularity of 
user-focused exploration methods, including affinity mapping UX, which is instrumental in 
organizing and prioritizing ideas and data. Among the various techniques for mapping user 
experiences, each serves a distinct purpose. Customer journey mapping stands out as both 
widely adopted and highly beneficial, offering substantial rewards to organizations that 
implement and utilize these maps.  
 
Read more about how to map customer journeys in our previous article. However, empathy 
mapping, similar to affinity mapping in UX, is not meant to replace these comprehensive 
exercises. Instead, it offers a quicker, more streamlined approach to gain insights into a user's 
thoughts and emotions. 
 
While journey maps provide a detailed depiction of a user's entire experience, covering all 
actions, encounters, thoughts, and feelings across various brand interactions, empathy maps, 
much like affinity mapping in UX, focus on a specific target persona. They offer a narrower lens 
that is not as expansive for crafting the full scope of a user experience. This targeted approach, 
shared by both empathy and affinity mapping, allows for a more concentrated understanding of 
specific user segments, complementing the broader perspective offered by journey maps. 
 

https://gapsystudio.com/blog/how-to-create-a-customer-journey-map/


 
 
Key differences between empathy map UX and customer journey map 
 

​​ Focus and Scope: 
●​ Empathy Map: Centers specifically on the internal state of the user – their 

thoughts, feelings, pains, and gains. It's more about understanding the user's 
psychological and emotional landscape. 

●​ Customer Journey Map: Provides a comprehensive overview of the user's 
interactions with a brand or product over time. It maps out the entire sequence of 
events, touchpoints, and actions the user takes, including their emotional highs 
and lows. 

​​ Purpose and Usage: 
●​ Empathy Map: Primarily used to build a deeper understanding of the user's 

mindset and to foster empathy among the design team. It's a tool for internalizing 
the user's emotional and psychological experience. 

●​ Customer Journey Map: Aims to identify opportunities for improvement in the 
user experience by highlighting pain points, bottlenecks, and moments of delight 
throughout their journey. 

​​ Detail and Complexity: 
●​ Empathy Map: Generally simpler and more focused, concentrating on what the 

user says, thinks, does, and feels. 
●​ Customer Journey Map: More detailed and complex, covering various stages of 

interaction, different channels, and multiple touchpoints. 
​​ Output and Visualization: 

●​ Empathy Map: Typically results in a quadrant layout depicting key aspects of the 
user's internal state. 



●​ Customer Journey Map: Produces a timeline or flowchart-like representation, 
showing the user’s path through different stages of interaction with the product or 
service. 

​​ Timeframe and Dynamics: 
●​ Empathy Map: Often static, capturing the user's state at a particular moment or in 

a specific context. 
●​ Customer Journey Map: Dynamic and temporal, tracing the user’s experiences 

over time, from initial contact through various stages of engagement. 
 

Understanding these differences is crucial for UX designers and businesses to effectively 
employ each tool in enhancing user experience and designing products or services that meet 
users' needs and expectations. 
 
 
Read also: The Ultimate Guide to UX Mapping Methods 
 

Creating an Empathy Map UX: A Step-by-Step Guide 
To craft an empathy map, assemble qualitative research data, personas, and your team. You'll 
need simple materials like large paper or a whiteboard, colorful sticky notes, and markers. You 
have the option to either draw your map by hand or use one of the many free online templates 
for a more structured approach. (For group activities, I find using large canvas-sized post-its and 
smaller sticky notes effective, while printed worksheets are best for solo tasks.) 
 
According to research by the Baymard Institute, approximately 79.53% of online shoppers 
abandon their carts due to poor website experiences. This highlights the importance of 
understanding user needs and preferences through empathy mapping to improve the overall 
website experience and reduce cart abandonment rates. 
 
Key Components and Process: 
Empathy maps can vary in design but share certain fundamental elements. Begin with a large 
sheet of paper or a whiteboard sketch, placing the user symbolically in the center, often 
depicted as a large blank head. (Dave Gray of X Plane, the original developer of the empathy 
map, referred to this as The Big Head Exercise.) 
 
Surround the user's image with divided sections or quadrants, each labeled to explore aspects 
of the user’s external environment and internal thoughts: their actions, visual experiences, 
auditory input, thought processes, and emotions (including challenges and aspirations). 
Collaboratively, the team fills these areas with insights from their understanding of the user and 
the data from research. 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Imri44WAuwu92XiWvytGkXuDJ-7BlSGE7QWf8p7r_KM/edit?usp=sharing
https://www.salecycle.com/resources/


Step 1: Define Focus and Objectives 
Identify the User: 
Choose the specific user for whom the map is being created. Describe their situation and role. 
For multiple personas, create separate maps for each. 
 
Determine Desired Outcomes: 
Clarify what you wish the user will achieve or decide. This step, while focusing on empathy 
development rather than direct selling or designing, helps guide the participants and set the 
context. 

 

Step 2: Document the External Environment 
The order of completion is flexible, but starting with the user's observable world often yields 
more initial ideas. Imagine being in the user's shoes and filling in the map sections based on 
what they see, do, hear, and say. 
 
Visual Observations (SEE): 
Document what the user encounters in daily life, including people, activities, and surroundings. 
Consider influences like competing products or market trends. Remember, this is the user's 
perspective, not yours. 
 
Actions and Speech (DO and SAY): 



Note the user’s behaviors and expressions, which may vary by environment or company. 
Observe changes in behavior or public vs. private actions. For instance, a change in social 
media use or expressed attitudes. 
 
Auditory Influences (HEAR): 
What is the user listening to and how does it affect their thinking? Focus on meaningful 
conversations and opinions from personal and professional networks, media, and influencers. 
Exclude irrelevant information. 

Step 3: Delve into the Internal World 
After external factors, shift to internal thoughts and feelings, which might be inferred or directly 
quoted from research. This central part of the process involves empathizing with the user's 
mental and emotional state. 
 
Thoughts and Emotions (THINK and FEEL): 
Consider what preoccupies the user's mind, both positively and negatively. Explore their fears, 
excitements, concerns, and aspirations. Assess their pains and gains, including frustrations, 
challenges, goals, and desires. 



 
 

Step 4: Synthesize and Communicate 
Upon completing the map, reflect and share experiences. Discuss new insights or perspective 
changes. Summarize key conclusions and ideas, documenting them for sharing. In office 
settings, displaying the original map or creating designed posters (like those by Peter Boag) can 
foster a customer-centric mindset organization-wide. 
 



However, remember that empathy mapping is a tool to understand users, not a quick fix for 
organizational culture shifts. The exercise aims to centralize the user in the participants' minds 
and is deemed successful if it leaves a lasting impression on them. 

Unlocking the Power of Empathy: A Transformative Solution 
​
In conclusion, empathy mapping is an invaluable tool in the UX design process, offering a 
unique lens through which we can understand and empathize with users. By adopting this 
approach, designers, and teams can create more user-centered, effective, and empathetic 
designs. However, the true power of empathy mapping is unlocked when it's expertly integrated 
into a comprehensive design strategy. 
 
This is where Gapsy Studio shines. Our experienced team not only excels in employing 
empathy mapping, but also seamlessly incorporates it into a broader, strategic design 
framework. We understand that every element of UX design, from empathy maps to final 
interfaces, plays a crucial role in crafting experiences that resonate with users on a deeper 
level. 
 
If you're looking to elevate your UX design with a team that deeply understands and values user 
empathy, look no further than Gapsy Studio. Our expertise in creating empathetic and effective 
user experiences can help transform your project's success. Ready to take your UX design to 
the next level? Connect with us and explore how our services can benefit your project.  
 

FAQ 
What is empathy mapping in UX design? 
Empathy mapping is a tool used in UX design to gain a deeper understanding of the user's 
feelings, thoughts, experiences, and motivations. It involves creating a visual map that captures 
the emotional and cognitive state of the user. 
 
How does empathy mapping differ from other UX tools? 
Unlike other UX tools that focus on user actions and behaviors, empathy mapping delves into 
the psychological and emotional aspects of the user experience. It complements tools like user 
journey maps by providing insights into the user's internal state. 
 
Who should be involved in the empathy mapping process? 
Ideally, a diverse group of team members, including UX designers, product managers, 
marketers, and other stakeholders, should be involved in the empathy mapping process to 
provide a range of perspectives and insights. 
 
What are the key components of an empathy map? 

https://gapsystudio.com/services/ui-ux-design/
https://gapsystudio.com/contact/


An empathy map typically includes sections that represent what the user is thinking, feeling, 
seeing, hearing, as well as their pains and gains. These components help in building a 
comprehensive picture of the user's experience. 
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