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I'm a social scientist and VoC leader for 
product and brand.

I've founded and grown research + insights 
organizations at two mid-stage startups.

My name is 
Sophie Riese.

Matthew Morrocco, Mirror Portraits, 2019



Laying the 
groundwork for 
successful and 

impactful moderated 
research on difficult 

topics.

Practicing Empathy

The importance of preparation

Setting the stage for success

Giving your full attention

Unintended insights
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2.

3.

4.

5.



Empathy is the practice 
of sharing another 
person's feelings.



Feeling limited by your own experiences

Inability to connect without similarities to, or relationships in 
common, with the person

It needing 100% of your attention

But it doesn't always come naturally. Challenges to empathy can include:

Empathy is a vital part of qualitative research. 
And the business cycle. 



Listen more than you speak

Don't make assumptions

Look for emotional queues

Put yourself in their shoes

Find moments of connection, if you can

Developing empathy takes practice.



The right preparation 
makes it easier to 

engage with users.



Set expectations with every touchpoint

Be clear about what you will be 
discussing, and how the session will 
work

Communicate how and when you say 
you will

Set expectations



Script the whole thing, even the obvious parts

Set enough time for the pleasantries

Practice, practice, practice

Prepare to give your full attention

Give participants an out

Get off on the right foot





The best 
insights require 
us to dive below 

the surface.



It won't always be 
smooth sailing
Which is why practice is so important.



Going off script.

Sticking to your script is 
important, but it's not the 
only way to derive 
insights.

Acting impartially is 
important, but empathy 
builds trust and rapport.



Lean 
into
 the

 silence.



My husband died yesterday, and I've 
never even written a cheque before. I 

don't know what I'm going to do. I know 
you had questions for me but I was 

hoping I could ask you some questions.

What can we learn from what they're offering?

My wife doesn't know it, but I lost
nearly half of our retirement

funds by stock-picking. I just love
the thrill of it, and I used to be

really good at it. I know it will be
okay. I love the thrill of it, you

know?



Sometimes, you're an ear or a shoulder

I had a miscarriage a couple 
of weeks ago, and I'm really 
struggling. My husband is 

great, but he doesn't 
understand how I'm feeling, 

you know? And we've just had 
such a hard time with all of it.

I have a friend who just... is 
always happy. Like, I don't get it. 
She never yells at her kids, she's 

always calm, and I know it's wrong 
but it makes me hate her. 

What do you mean you never yell 
at your kids?!



Key Takeaways:

Empathy above all

Practice, practice, practice

Leave your preconceptions behind

Accept the discomfort

Discover the heart



Q&A
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Thank You
Sophie Olympia Riese | linkedin.com/in/sophieriese


