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Empathy building exercise – learning to be empathetic – increasing emotional understanding
William Bishop, LPC, LMFT, AAMFT Approved Supervisor 

Quick summary: In difficult times often we really want someone to ‘just be there for us’ and to ‘show compassion and understanding for what we are dealing with’ as 
opposed to offering pragmatic solutions or taking initiative to ‘fix it.’ In short people very often simply want empathy and they can feel worse, alone, or misunderstood 
if their confidant goes into problem solving mode. In this post I will give you a methodology as to how to offer empathy to a person. The process might not feel 
genuine at first, but by understanding and utilizing this technique you will eventually grow a more sincere empathetic ability.

Can you teach someone to be more empathetic? YES …
 

I use this exercise in couples therapy all the time and I must admit that even I am extremely surprised with the results (the growth in empathetic ability for many of 
my clients has far exceeded my expectations).

This is not always easy for the client, when a client willingly breaks down their own emotional barriers they are often overwhelmed with a flood of emotions that they 
had left unattended for years. The courage and strength that I have witnessed in my clients as I witness them allowing themselves to open themselves up to their own 
and to their partner’s emotions has left me feeling humbled… incredible courage.
 
How can a contrived exercise teach a person to truly be able to understand and feel the emotions of another person?
 

• Perhaps every one already is empathetic… some people just do not know how to hold a conscious awareness of the emotional content that they receive from 
another.

• As a social animal it appears that we are ‘wired’ to be empathetic… we all have an innate ability to be empathetic. Neurological research is substantiating this… 
(Research surrounding mirror neurons and the intrapersonal dynamics of the brain are helping us to better understand the science behind our 
interconnectedness.)

• I am suggesting that everyone has the ability to be empathetic, some people simply lack the techniques that facilitate an empathetic encounter and they lack an 
ability to recognize when to use their empathetic skills and when to use their ‘fix it’ skills.
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