
I DIDN’T KNOW JACK
My struggle to learn empathy for my users

Bryce Howitson @howitson
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HI, I’M BRYCE
Product Designer - Not a psychologist
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HELPING PEOPLE CARE
Empathize with my audience 

& create engaging products
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“He who knows others is wise; he who knows 

himself is enlightened.” 

-Lao Tzu
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KNOW THY USER
The software version
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EMPATHY
What is it & why do you care?
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Sympathy vs Compassion vs Empathy
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We were all great at empathy as kids
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CONGRATS YOU’VE 
GROWN UP!
Imagination is no longer cool
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TRUST ME
I’m an expert!
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Meet Jack*

* not his real name, but it works with the story so go with it.



Demographics:
38 yr old surgeon,
married, father of 2

Career Details
- Harvard Med School
- Residency at Johns Hopkins
- Co-Chair, Orthopedic Surgery at 

respected sports medicine practice 



Etcetera:
- 2 years Doctors Without Borders
- Met wife in Africa (clean water NGO)
- Lives in suburban Chicago
- Drives a Tesla Model S
- Banned from hill climbs for life*

* Jack & Jill went up the hill...



FIND SOME PROBLEMS
Jobs to Be Done
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Jack needs access to the latest medical research 

so he can up his game.

Jack’s Job to Be Done
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I THOUGHT, I’D 
EMPATHIZED WITH JACK

Hadn’t I?
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I WAS TOO RIGID
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CONFESSION
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1. Sweaty Palms
2. Increased Heart Beat
3. Mind Blank
4. Flight mentality
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EYEBALLS = SOMETHING’S 
REALLY WRONG
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ONE FOR ALL & ALL 
FOR ONE
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An anxious feeling, caused by our anticipation

of some imagined event or experience

- Dr. Karl Albrecht
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BLAME EVOLUTION
But there’s a good reason for this...
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1. Extinction
2. Mutilation
3. Loss of Autonomy
4. Separation
5. Ego-Death
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https://docs.google.com/file/d/1DmhZzRvmtMlbmQQzpQ4CK6q5vVC-dkCy/preview






CONNECTING WITH 
OUR AUDIENCES 
THROUGH FEAR
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Doctors are a very different type of tech user 

than anyone else you’ll ever encounter.

- My lying friends
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The real Jack
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1. But Dr. Google says…
2. Patients are walking lawsuits
3. 7 minutes in heaven with patients
4. I don’t look good in orange jumpsuits
5. Anyone listening?
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WHAT IF MY DECISION 
KILLS SOMEONE?
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SHUT YO FACE
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LEARN SOMETHING
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EXPERT
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FEAR PERSONAS
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1. But Dr. Google says…
2. Patients are walking lawsuits
3. 7 minutes in heaven with patients
4. I don’t look good in orange jumpsuits
5. Anyone listening?
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HUMAN CONDITION
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THAT WASN’T SO SCARY
Feedback (or tips) appreciated!

http://bit.ly/fearpersona

Bryce Howitson @howitson
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