
Creating anything from scratch is harder than it looks. Whether you’re setting out to produce a poem, a 
powerpoint presentation or a product, breathing life into a concept that previously existed only in your 
imagination requires tremendous energy. When you’re facing a creative challenge that requires you to 
produce something from nothing, your instinct is to just get to work. This is especially true if you’re 
feeling pressured to produce a deliverable on deadline for clients or collaborators. But the essential first 
step of the creative process rarely results in an immediately tangible output. 

“… before step one, there’s a step zero — the best of us listen first before creating anything.” 99u 

The core skill required at step zero is empathy. According to Multi-Health Systems (MHS) - a leading 
publisher of scientifically validated emotional intelligence assessments - “empathy is recognizing, 
understanding, and appreciating how other people feel. Empathy involves being able to articulate your 
understanding of another’s perspective and behaving in a way that respects others’ feelings.” Cultivating 
an ability to empathize will strengthen your imaginative abilities, but the benefits of extend beyond 
creative abilities. 

In the 1990s, neurophysiological researchers discovered functionality in the human brain that suggested 
that we seem to be “deeply and necessarily interconnected with others.1” These findings supported what 
buddhists and meditation practitioners have believed for centuries: empathy is essential to mutual 
happiness and growth. 

In the original Sanskrit Buddhist texts, the concept of compassion is described by the words maitri 
and anukampa. Maitri indicates a sense of fellowship with others; anukampa describes a deep empathy 
that arises in the encounter with suffering and which gives rise to action.2 

This sense of fellowship and compassionate understanding also makes for the most compelling creations. 
You need to empathize for the people for whom you’re creating, for the people who will be considering, 
using or consuming your creation if you want to progress beyond surface-level usability, observation or 
insight.  

On his Design Thinking blog, Tim Brown (IDEO’s CEO + President) writes that “empathy is at the heart 
of design. Without the understanding of what others see, feel, and experience, design is a pointless task.
3” In order to feel what it’s like to be another individual, Jon Kolko writes in “Exposing the Magic of 
Design” that we must “identify with that person’s culture, emotions, and personal style.” 

It’s difficult to overstate the importance of empathy (sensing emotions) in healthy human interactions. 
“Empathy plays a crucial role in human social interaction at all stages of life; it is thought to help 
motivate positive social behavior, inhibit aggression, and provide the affective and motivational bases for 
moral development.4” But cultivating an empathetic mindset is also essential to capability for the 
effective creator.
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http://99u.com/articles/24713/the-most-underrated-skill-for-creatives-empathy
https://www.mhs.com/
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1. “In the 1990s, neurophysiological research led to the discovery of “mirror neurons” in the brain: cell 
assemblies that were active when an animal engaged in some voluntary action AND also when that animal 
watched in another engaging in the same action. This seemingly built-in simulation capacity was also observed 
in functional brain imaging studies of persons seeing images of another in pain. Those same brain regions 
active in the personal experience of pain, particularly the emotional aspects of pain, are active when seeing 
another’s suffering. Further, there is additional research evidence to suggest that such empathic responses are 
relatively automatic and do not require some sort of volitional intent.” 
 
"Empathy and Compassion in Buddhism and Neuroscience" (PBS)  

2. “Compassion: Solidarity of the Heart” Soka Gakkai International - Buddhism in Action of Peace  

3. "A Lesson in Empathy” 2013 (IDEO)   

4. “Empathy: From Bench to Bedside” 2011 (The MIT Press)
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http://www.pbs.org/thebuddha/blog/2010/Mar/17/empathy-and-compassion-buddhism-and-neuroscience-a/
http://www.sgi.org/about-us/buddhism-in-daily-life/compassion-solidarity-of-the-heart.html
https://designthinking.ideo.com/?p=1008
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/empathy

