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Design Thinking (DT) has become one of the most
fundamental frameworks for innovation, human-
centered problem solving, and creativity across
industries. At the core of this methodology is
empathy: the ability to understand users’
experiences, emotions, and needs deeply before
attempting to design solutions. As Tim Brown (2008)
and IDEO scholars consistently argue, Design Thinking
begins not with technology or ideas, but with people.
Increasingly, scholars and practitioners have noted
that women, whose socialization often emphasizes
relational awareness, emotional attunement, and
collaborative communication, bring uniquely
powerful empathic capabilities to the design thinking
process. This article explores how empathy sits at the
heart of Design Thinking, why women excel at this
dimension, and how these strengths translate into
superior problem-solving and innovation outcomes.

Empathy as the Heart of Design Thinking

The first phase of Design Thinking, the
Empathize stage, requires designers to immerse
themselves in the lived experiences of users,
observe behaviors, listen actively, and grasp
unmet needs that may not be explicitly
articulated. According to Liedtka (2015),
empathy is not simply emotional sensitivity but
a cognitive and behavioral process that enables
designers to see the world from another’s
perspective. This stage is essential because it
frames the problem correctly; without genuine
understanding, later stages such as ideation
and prototyping risk missing the user’s real
challenges. In this way, empathy is not a soft
skill but a methodological cornerstone. It is the
mechanism through which insights are
generated and through which innovation
becomes meaningful rather than cosmetic.



Research in psychology and sociology has long identified that women, on average,
exhibit higher empathic accuracy than men, shaped by both biological tendencies and
social expectations (Christov-Moore et al., 2014). From early childhood, women are
often encouraged to observe emotions, maintain harmony, and attend to subtle
interpersonal cues. These expectations cultivate strong listening skills, perspective-
taking, and behavioural adaptability, traits that align directly with the requirements of
human-centred design. 

While empathy is not exclusive to women, the patterns observed in social and
developmental psychology demonstrate why women, collectively, bring robust
empathic strengths into fields that require user understanding and emotional insight.
Design scholars argue that, as women can detect user frustrations, constraints, and
motivations that others may miss, this higher empathic attunement enhances the right
problem identification (Kolko, 2015). Women’s sensitivity to context, relational
dynamics, and emotional nuance allows them to avoid premature assumptions. As a
result, they are more likely to frame user problems accurately and holistically. A well-
framed problem increases the likelihood of generating effective solutions, meaning that
empathic strength is not a peripheral advantage but a strategic one.

Women and Design Thinking 



When organizations integrate Design Thinking into their innovation strategy, they often
seek competitive differentiation through superior user experience. Women, with their
empathic strengths, give companies a distinct advantage in this area. Research by the
Boston Consulting Group shows that companies with more diverse leadership,
including women in innovation roles, outperform others in revenue generated from new
products (Lorenzo et al., 2018). This suggests that the empathic, user-centered
approaches women bring do not simply make designs more human; they make
businesses more effective.

Studies in organizational behavior indicate that empathy increases creative output
because understanding user emotions expands the designer’s cognitive flexibility
and ability to envision solutions that resonate (Hassi & Laakso, 2011). Women’s
capacity to empathize deeply enables them to produce more user-appropriate,
contextually relevant ideas. Their emotional intelligence helps them generate
solutions that are not only innovative but also ethical and inclusive, an increasingly
important element in responsible innovation.

Inclusive design, solutions that work for diverse users, is gaining central importance
within modern innovation. Women bring perspectives shaped by navigating social
and professional spaces where gendered experiences matter. This lived experience
often makes women more attuned to marginalized voices. As Criado-Perez (2019)
argues, design processes lacking female participation often result in products that
overlook women’s needs entirely. Thus, when women lead or contribute to Design
Thinking projects, they help surface overlooked user groups and design solutions
that better reflect societal diversity.



Conclusion

Empathy is not just one stage of Design Thinking; it is its beating heart. It shapes
how problems are defined and how solutions are imagined. Women, who often
bring strong empathic skills, are uniquely positioned to excel in Design Thinking
roles. They enrich the process with deeper user understanding and more inclusive
thinking. As organizations increasingly prioritize human-centered innovation,
elevating women in design becomes not only a matter of equity but a strategic
imperative for better, more impactful problem-solving.

As innovation highly accelerates toward AI-driven systems, excluding women and
their empathic strengths poses a critical risk. Technologies designed without
empathic perspectives are more likely to overlook true human needs especially
those of vulnerable users, and scale inequities at a higher speed. Women’s
representation, particularly in decision-making roles help ensure that empathy
informs correct problem framing, ethical judgment, and responsible innovation
in Design Thinking and AI development. Without this, organizations risk
optimizing for efficiency at the expense of human impact. The call to action is
clear: organizations must mandate gender-diverse Design Thinking and AI teams,
elevate women into roles with real decision authority, and embed empathy-
driven user research as a non-negotiable requirement in early-stage design and
AI governance.
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