
3-3-7 Information Sheet on Developing Empathy

Empathy is the ability to place yourself in someone else’s situation. You genuinely try to think how it 
would feel to walk in their shoes and experience life from their point of view, not yours.

How to Show Empathy to Others:  
• Imagine: Ask yourself, “How would I feel if I were the one in this situation?” Use your 

imagination to play the part of the other person.
• Let the speaker be the focus: Make eye contact when possible, do not interrupt the speaker, and 

avoid making judgments. Do not make the story about you.
• Ask: When you talk to your friends, be sure to ask plenty of “you” questions instead of only 

making “I” statements. 

The Four steps to Elicit (Get) an Empathetic Response: 
When you are in need of receiving empathy, use this language to help get an empathetic response from 
others:

1. I saw . . . (describe what happened).
2. I felt . . . (describe how you felt when you saw what you saw).
3. I need . . . (describe what you need/would like).
4. I request . . . (make a request for the future).

Example of using the four steps:
1. "You were talking about me in a group message." (statement is a description, not a judgment)
2. "I felt upset when I found out. I thought we were friends." (how you felt)
3. "I need to know if you're mad at me." (what you need)
4. "Next time, will you let me know when you're mad instead of talking about me in a group 

message?" (request for the future)

Common Mistake: Confusing Empathy with Victim Blaming 
People often respond to mistreatment by blaming the victim because it is easier to place the burden of 
changing on the victim than on the larger culture. For example, if a school responds to reports of 
bullying by claiming that the targeted student is “too sensitive” or is “provoking others,” then the only 
person who needs to change is the target. If, however, the school accepts that the problem is with the 
entire school culture, then everyone needs to learn how to change, and this is much more work. The 
first step is to teach empathy and compassion to the broader community. 

When you blame the victim, it allows you to disconnect from your conscience, and this makes it easier 
for you to be unkind without feeling guilty. You justify (or focus on providing a good reason for) your 
mistreatment of others instead of empathizing with them. A lack of empathy allows people to escalate 
their mistreatment of others. In elementary school, this may lead to kids ostracizing (or excluding) a 
peer.
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Common Victim Blaming Student Statements:
• “She is annoying, and we don’t want her in our group.”
• “They shouldn’t go on Instagram if seeing what everyone else is doing makes them feel left out. 

They could choose not to look.”
• “He shouldn’t have told his mom. That made it worse.” 
• “She brought this situation on herself by trusting the wrong person.”

How Students Can Shift to Respond to Targets in a Supportive Way:
• Do not interrupt the person who is telling you their story. Even if their truth is different from your 

truth, let them speak. This can be very difficult for some people, because they feel the need to 
defend their own perspective. Practice listening with your whole heart.

• Listen without giving judgment; avoid sentences that include the words, “You should have…” or 
“You shouldn’t have…”

• Offer statements of empathy, such as “I’m thinking about you,” or “I’m sorry that happened to 
you,” or “What can I do to help you feel better?”

• Ask questions that seek to understand the other person’s experience, such as “What was that like 
for you?” or “What was the hardest part?” or “How has that impacted you?”

From learnersdictionary.com
ostracize (verb) to not allow (someone) to be included in a group: to exclude (someone) from a group
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