
Cultivating strong empathetic sensibilities is critical to the design thinking process that can result in wonderfully innovative 
thinking. The Institute of Design at Stanford describes the three components of empathetic observation as observing1, 
engaging2 and watching + listening3. All three of these capabilities need to be on full display during an ethnographic 
interview.  

The ethnographic interview is a type of qualitative research used by marketers, scientists, anthropologists and others. The 
ethnographic interview combines observations with one-on-one interviews to paint a contoured picture of a particular 
subject. Maureen Carroll, founder of the design consultancy Lime Design and a lecturer in Stanford’s Graduate School of 
Education, describes ethnography as “an incredibly powerful tool for uncovering unarticulated customer needs4” and a 
practice that cannot be completed without empathy. 

To stretch your empathetic muscles - combining active and empathetic listening skills - you can practice conducting 
ethnographic interviews5.  
 
Here’s how you can get started: 

1. Identify your subject - it could be a friend, colleague, family member or your Mastery Partner - and invite them to 
participate in your interview. 

2. Choose a mutually agreed-upon conversation theme (e.g. the future, education, parenting, AI … whatever will most 
engage the interviewee).  

3. Schedule a 60 to 90-minute interview for a day and time when you can conduct the conversation in person6, in a quiet 
location where you and the interviewee can meet without interruption or distraction. 

4. Record the interview with your computer, smartphone or another recording device so that you can direct all of your 
attention to the conversation and the surrounding environment, not to the note-taking. Let yourself get completely 
absorbed in the conversation7. 

5. Ask open-ended questions to nudge the conversation along, but follow8 your interviewee wherever they lead you.   
6. Focus on learning as much as you can from the conversation, primarily through your understanding of the subject and 

the theme. 
7. Immediately following the interview, take note of the moments in the conversation when the interviewee was most 

engaged, enraged or enlivened. List your observations that might not be captured by the interview transcript. Document 
what your conversation taught you about the interview subject and theme that you didn’t already know. 
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1. “View users and their behavior in the context of their lives. As much as possible do observations in relevant contexts in addition to interviews. 
Some of the most powerful realizations come from noticing a disconnect between what someone says and what he does. Others come from a 
work-around someone has created which may be very surprising to you as the designer, but she may not even think to mention in conversation.” 
"An Introduction to Design Thinking PROCESS GUIDE” (Institute of Design at Stanford)  

2. “Sometimes we call this technique ‘interviewing’ but it should really feel more like a conversation. Prepare some questions you’d like to ask, but 
expect to let the conversation deviate from them. Keep the conversation only loosely bounded. Elicit stories from the people you talk to, and 
always ask “Why?” to uncover deeper meaning. Engagement can come through both short ‘intercept’ encounters and longer scheduled 
conversations.” 
"An Introduction to Design Thinking PROCESS GUIDE” (Institute of Design at Stanford)  

3. “Certainly you can, and should, combine observation and engagement. Ask someone to show you how they complete a task. Have them physically 
go through the steps, and talk you through why they are doing what they do. Ask them to vocalize what’s going through their mind as they 
perform a task or interact with an object. Have a conversation in the context of someone’s home or workplace – so many stories are embodied in 
artifacts. Use the environment to prompt deeper questions.” 
"An Introduction to Design Thinking PROCESS GUIDE” (Institute of Design at Stanford)  

4. "Empathy: The Softer Side of Design” 2016 (Maureen Carroll)  
5. “I believe that empathy is a transaction that transforms both the person who wants to walk in someone else’s shoes and the person who is walking 

in them. It may be less about being a good interviewer who knows how to ask questions and more about becoming so engrossed that the 
interviewing process becomes invisible.” 
"Empathy: The Softer Side of Design” 2016 (Maureen Carroll) 

6. “You’ve got to be present as an interviewer in order to notice body language, tone of voice, a raised eyebrow, or the light in someone’s eyes. I 
recently read an article that described good job interviewing tips and it stated the importance of seeming interested. But that’s not really good 
enough for ethnography- you can’t seem interested. You have to be insanely curious and be passionately invested in hearing about someone else’s 
experiences.”  
"Empathy: The Softer Side of Design” 2016 (Maureen Carroll)  

7. The best ethnographic interviewers become like conductors who fade into the background as the music takes center stage, or like dancing duos 
who are so in sync you cannot tell which partner is leading.”  
"Empathy: The Softer Side of Design” 2016 (Maureen Carroll) 

8. “When I first started doing ethnographic interviews, I knew the importance of following my interviewee but I didn’t really believe it. There was a 
back script running though my mind urging me to keep digging for something really good —  a nugget of information that would be a game 
changer. But that voice was just stopping me from really empathizing with the person I was talking to.” 
“Empathy: The Softer Side of Design” 2016 (Maureen Carroll) 
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