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PRACTICAL EMPATHY

TRAINING EXERCISES

A Structured Facilitator & Participant Manual

Five Evidence-Informed Exercises for Building Empathy as a Learnable Skill

Format Facilitator-led group sessions or self-directed practice
Participants Youth, adults, or mixed-age groups (10-30 participants)
Duration 5 structured exercises - 20—45 minutes each

Core Skill Empathy — Cognitive, Emotional & Compassionate
WHO Framework Psychosocial Life Skills — Social & Interpersonal Domain

"Empathy is not a fixed trait — it is a practice, a discipline, and a choice."
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Introduction

Empathy — the ability to understand and share the feelings of another — is one of the most powerful
psychosocial skills a person can develop. Research in neuroscience, social psychology, and education
consistently shows that empathy can be trained, strengthened, and applied in everyday life. It is not an
innate gift reserved for a few; it is a learnable competency.

This manual presents five structured, practical exercises designed to develop empathy from the inside
out — moving from deep listening, to perspective-taking, to emotional awareness, to reflective
communication, and finally to daily intentional practice.

Three Dimensions of Empathy

Cognitive Empathy Emotional Empathy Compassionate Empathy
Understanding another Feeling what another person Being moved to help. 'l want
person's thoughts and feels. 'l feel what you feel.' to do something about it.'
perspective. 'l know what you

think.'

How to Use This Manual
Each exercise section contains:
» A clear learning objective and evidence base
» Step-by-step facilitator instructions
» Participant guidelines and reflection prompts
* Facilitator tips and common challenges
» Adaptation notes for different group sizes or contexts

A Note on Psychological Safety

Empathy exercises invite personal sharing. Always establish group agreements at the start
of any session: confidentiality, non-judgment, the right to pass, and respectful listening.
Empathy cannot be practiced in an unsafe space.
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EXERCISE 1

Three-Minute Listening
One person speaks. One person truly listens.

Learning Objective

Participants practise sustained, undivided attention — one of the most fundamental and underused
components of empathy. Listening without planning a response trains the brain to receive, not just
process.

Evidence Base

Research by Carl Rogers on person-centred communication shows that feeling truly heard is itself
therapeutic and trust-building. Studies on active listening demonstrate that the quality of attention
offered determines whether a speaker feels understood, regardless of the words the listener uses.

Exercise Overview

Duration: 20-25 minutes | Group Size: Pairs | Materials: Timer

Facilitator Instructions
1. Ask participants to find a partner. Designate one person as Speaker A and the other as Speaker
B.

2. Explain the rules: Speaker A speaks for exactly 3 minutes on any personal topic (a challenge
they faced, something they care about, a recent experience). Speaker B may NOT speak, nod
performatively, or use filler sounds. They only listen.

3. Start the timer. Maintain silence in the room so pairs can focus.

4. At 3 minutes, call time. Ask Speaker B to summarise what they heard — not an opinion, not
advice, only a summary: 'What | heard you say was...'

5. Allow Speaker A to gently correct or affirm the summary.
Switch roles. Repeat the process.
7. Bring the full group together for debrief.

o

Participant Guidelines
If you are the Speaker:

* Choose a topic that feels meaningful but not overwhelming.
* Speak naturally. You do not need to perform or impress.
* Notice how it feels to be listened to without interruption.

If you are the Listener:
* Maintain eye contact without staring.
* Resist every urge to speak, advise, or sympathise aloud.

Empathy is a Practice | Page 3



PRACTICAL EMPATHY TRAINING EXERCISES | Psychosocial Life Skills Manual

* Let silences exist. Do not rush to fill them.
* Focus entirely on understanding — not on what you will say next.

Debrief Prompts

Role Reflection Question

Speakers Did you feel heard? What did it feel like to have someone's
full attention?

Listeners What was difficult about staying silent? What did you notice?
Both Was the summary accurate? What was missed or added?
Insight When in your daily life do you listen the way you did today —

and when don't you?

Facilitator Tip

Many listeners find 3 minutes surprisingly long. Normalise this. Also watch for listeners who
nod enthusiastically or use facial expressions as a substitute for words — the exercise asks
for stillness, not engagement signals.
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EXERCISE 2

Perspective Switch
Defend a position. Then defend its opposite.

Learning Objective

Participants experience how it feels to genuinely inhabit a perspective they did not choose. This builds
cognitive empathy — the ability to understand how another person reasons, values, and experiences
the world, even when you disagree.

Evidence Base

Research on perspective-taking (Galinsky & Moskowitz, 2000) shows that actively adopting another
person's viewpoint reduces in-group bias, increases prosocial behaviour, and improves conflict
resolution. The act of arguing from a different position creates neural pathways for understanding that
passive exposure does not.

Exercise Overview

Duration: 35-45 minutes | Group Size: Pairs or small groups (4—-6) | Materials:
Topic cards (optional)

Facilitator Instructions
8. Prepare a set of everyday, non-inflammatory debate topics (see suggestions below). Avoid
politically charged or personally sensitive topics.
9. Assign pairs or small groups. Give each group a topic card.

10. Round 1 (5 minutes): Each person argues the position they actually agree with. They should
speak from conviction.

11. Brief pause (2 minutes): Ask participants to consciously try to understand the other side's
reasoning before switching.

12. Round 2 (5 minutes): Each person now argues the OPPOSITE position — the one they did NOT
originally hold. They must do this seriously, not sarcastically.

13. Debrief in pairs, then as a full group.

Sample Topics

Position A Position B

Children should have smartphones. Children should not have smartphones.

Working from home improves productivity. Working from the office improves
productivity.

Failure is the best teacher. Success is the best teacher.

Competition brings out the best in people. Cooperation brings out the best in people.
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Participant Guidelines

* When arguing your original position: be honest, not combative.

» During the pause: genuinely ask yourself, 'What would make the other side reasonable? What do
they value that | may not have considered?'

* When arguing the opposite side: make the strongest possible case. Pretend you believe it fully.
» After both rounds: you are not required to change your mind — only to understand.

Debrief Prompts
* What new reasons or values did you discover when arguing the other side?
+ Did anything shift in your original position?
* How does this connect to understanding someone you disagree with in real life?

Facilitator Tip

Watch for participants who argue the 'switch' sarcastically or dismissively. Gently redirect:
"Try to make the most convincing case you can — as if you genuinely believed it."' This is the
core challenge of the exercise.
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EXERCISE 3

Emotion Labeling
See the feeling. Name it accurately.

Learning Objective

Participants practise identifying and accurately labelling emotions expressed in faces, body language,
and scenes. This builds emotional literacy — a foundational component of empathy that enables people
to recognise what others are feeling before responding.

Evidence Base

Research by Matthieu Ricard and others in affective neuroscience shows that emotion recognition is a
trainable skill. Daniel Siegel's work on 'name it to tame it' demonstrates that labelling emotions activates
the prefrontal cortex and reduces the amygdala response — making us both more regulated and more
attuned to others. Paul Ekman's extensive cross-cultural research on micro-expressions forms the
scientific basis for this exercise.

Exercise Overview

Duration: 25-35 minutes | Group Size: 2-30 participants | Materials: Short video
clips or image sets (facilitator-curated)

Facilitator Instructions

14. Prepare 6—10 short video clips (15—-30 seconds each) or a set of images showing people in
emotionally expressive moments. Use diverse, real-life scenarios — not stock photos. Good
sources include documentary footage, silent film clips, or news interviews with the sound off.

15. Explain the task: participants will observe each clip or image and write down the emotion(s) they
believe the person is experiencing. They should be as specific as possible — not just 'sad' but
‘grief', 'disappointment’, 'loneliness’, etc.

16. Show each clip or image once. Allow 30-60 seconds of individual writing time between each.
17. After all clips, ask participants to share their answers in pairs, then discuss as a full group.

18. Where context is known, reveal it. Where it is unknown, explore the range of possible emotions
and what triggered each interpretation.

Emotion Vocabulary Reference
Encourage participants to use the emotion families below — and to go deeper than the primary label:

Family More Precise Labels What to Watch For

Sad Grief, loneliness, disappointment, Downward gaze, slumped posture, lip
dejection, helplessness trembling, slow movement

Afraid Anxiety, dread, panic, apprehension, Wide eyes, frozen posture, shallow
shock breathing, looking away
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Angry Frustration, irritation, contempt, Furrowed brow, tense jaw, raised voice,
resentment, rage rigid body

Happy Joy, relief, contentment, pride, Smiling eyes, open posture, energised
excitement, gratitude movement

Surprised Astonishment, confusion, curiosity, Raised brows, open mouth, still then
disbelief active

Ashamed Embarrassment, guilt, humiliation, regret  Averted gaze, reddening face, closed

posture, small self

Debrief Prompts

* Where did group members agree? Where did interpretations differ — and why?
* When you were unsure, what did you look at most — the face, body, context?

* Think of someone in your life whose emotions you often misread. What might you look for
differently now?

* How does naming an emotion accurately change how you respond to it?

Facilitator Tip

There are often no 'right' answers — mixed emotions are common and real. Celebrate
disagreement as data: it shows how interpretation is shaped by our own emotional history,
culture, and assumptions. The goal is not accuracy alone, but attentiveness.
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EXERCISE 4

Reflective Response Practice
Validate first. Advise never (until invited).

Learning Objective

Participants practise responding to emotional disclosures using validation and reflection rather than
advice, dismissal, or problem-solving. This builds the language and instincts of empathic
communication.

Evidence Base

Research by Brené Brown on vulnerability and connection identifies the core gap in empathic response:
most people reach for reassurance or solutions when what another person needs is acknowledgement.
Marshall Rosenberg's Nonviolent Communication (NVC) framework and Carl Rogers' client-centred
approach both identify reflective response — paraphrasing feelings and needs — as the primary
vehicle for genuine connection.

Exercise Overview

Duration: 30—40 minutes | Group Size: Pairs or triads | Materials: Response prompt
cards

The Four Response Types

Before practising, introduce participants to the four common ways people respond to emotional
disclosures:

Response Type Example Effect

Fixing / Advising '"You should just talk to them about Signals the problem matters more
it.' than the person.

Dismissing '‘Don't worry, you'll be fine.' Minimises the feeling; person feels

unseen.

Comparing 'I know exactly how you feel — Shifts focus from them to you.
when I...'

Reflecting (Empathic) ‘It sounds like you're feeling Person feels heard, understood,
overwhelmed and alone in this.' and safe to continue.

Facilitator Instructions
19. Distribute prompt cards with emotional statements (see examples below). Each card has one
statement that a person might share.

20. In pairs, Person A reads the statement aloud. Person B must respond ONLY using validation
and reflection — no advice, no reassurance, no comparison.

21. Person A then rates: 'Did you feel heard? (1-5)' and gives brief feedback.
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22. Switch roles. Use a new card.
23. After 3—4 rounds, debrief as a full group.

Sample Emotional Statements

'| failed my exam and | feel like I'm just not smart enough. Everyone else seems to manage.

'My best friend forgot my birthday. We've been close for years. | don't know what to make of
it.'

'l work so hard and nobody notices. | feel completely invisible at work.'

'I'm scared about the future. | don't know what I'm doing with my life and everyone seems to
have it figured out.'

'l had an argument with my mother again. Every time we speak, | feel like a failure.'

The Reflective Response Formula

How to Construct a Reflective Response

Step 1: Name the emotion. 'lt sounds like you're feeling [emotion]..."
Step 2: Acknowledge the context. '...because [what happened].'
Step 3: Open the door. 'Is that close to what you're experiencing?'

Facilitator Tip

The urge to fix is almost universal and almost always premature. Remind participants: a
person in distress usually needs to feel understood before they can even hear advice. The
reflective response creates the conditions for real help.
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EXERCISE 5

Daily Empathy Challenge

One person, one moment, one perspective — every day.

Learning Objective

Participants take empathy from the training room into daily life. This exercise builds the habit of
intentional perspective-taking — pausing before reacting to understand another person's experience
before offering advice, judgment, or response.

Evidence Base

Habit formation research (Lally et al., 2010) shows that behaviours become automatic after consistent
practice — on average 66 days for a complex interpersonal habit. Intentional daily perspective-taking
has been shown to reduce interpersonal conflict, increase cooperative behaviour, and improve
relationship satisfaction. This exercise applies the 'implementation intention' method: pre-deciding
when, where, and with whom to practise increases follow-through significantly.

Exercise Overview

Duration: 5 minutes daily | Group Size: Individual | Materials: Reflection journal or
this workbook

The Daily Practice

Each day, choose one person whose perspective you will intentionally seek to understand — before
offering advice, judgment, or response.

CHOOSE YOUR PERSON

Select someone from your day — a family member, colleague, neighbour, or even
someone you find frustrating. You are not limited to people you already like.

PAUSE BEFORE RESPONDING

Before you speak, advise, or react — ask yourself: 'What might this situation look
like from where they are standing? What pressures, fears, or values might be
shaping how they are behaving?'

STEP INTO THEIR WORLD

Consider: their role, their history, their current stressors, what they might need right
now. You are not excusing behaviour — you are understanding context.

RESPOND FROM UNDERSTANDING

Now choose your response. Notice whether your understanding changed what you
wanted to say or do.

REFLECT AT DAY'S END
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Spend 3-5 minutes writing or thinking: What did | notice? What shifted? What was
hard about this?

Weekly Reflection Log
Use the log below at the end of each day during the challenge week:

Who did | choose?  What | noticed How my response One insight

about their changed
perspective

Monday
Tuesday
Wednesday
Thursday
Friday
Saturday
Sunday

Facilitator Tip

Build in accountability. Ask participants to pair up and share their daily challenge person at
the start of each session. Even one sentence — 'l chose my colleague Raj, and | tried to
understand why he seems dismissive in meetings' — dramatically increases follow-through
and creates a culture of normalised empathy practice.
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Facilitator Reference Guide

Session Planning Overview

Format Recommended Structure

Single Session (90 min) Exercises 1 + 4. Pair listening with reflective response for a
focused communication session.

Half-Day Workshop (3 hrs)  Exercises 1 + 2 + 4 with extended debrief. Add Exercise 3 if

time allows.
Full-Day Programme (6 All 5 exercises, with extended debrief after each and a mid-
hrs) day group reflection.
Weekly Series (5 One exercise per session. Use Exercise 5 as the connecting
sessions) thread — assign it daily throughout the series.

Common Facilitator Challenges

When participants share something heavy

Honour the disclosure. Pause, acknowledge, and if needed offer to continue the
conversation privately. Never push through an emotional moment just to keep the exercise
moving. Your response in that moment is itself a model of empathy.

When participants are sceptical

Don't argue for empathy — let the exercise demonstrate it. Sceptics often become the
exercise's most powerful advocates after experiencing being truly listened to, often for the
first time in a long time.

When the group is reluctant to share

Model vulnerability yourself. Share a brief personal example of a time you misread
someone or failed to truly listen. This signals that the room is safe for honesty, not
performance.

Core Principles to Return To

* Empathy is a skill, not a personality trait — it can be practised and improved by anyone.

* Understanding is not the same as agreeing — you can empathise without endorsing.

+ Silence is a form of listening — the absence of response is not the absence of attention.

« Empathy begins with curiosity — asking ‘what might this be like for them?' before assuming.
* Empathy is a courageous act — it requires setting aside our own frame, even temporarily.
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Closing Thought

Every person you encounter is carrying a story you know nothing about. Empathy is the
willingness to ask what that story might be — not because you will always find out, but
because the asking changes how you see, how you listen, and who you become.

That is the practice. That is the gift.

Empathy is a Practice | Page 14



