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What Is Empathy?
Most definitions include one or both of 
these quite different components:
•  Cognitive Empathy – a conscious and 

deliberate attempt to view things from the 
other person’s perspective

•  ‘Affective’ or Emotional Empathy – a 
largely automatic process of simulating 
the other person’s emotions in our body

When Cognitive Empathy Goes Wrong

1.  When you misread what they are 
thinking and feeling
– Thinking “What would I do?” 
– Making up a story about them that’s 

mistaken, then reinforcing it with confirmation 
bias

2.  When cognitive empathy is used to 
manipulate the other person
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When Emotional Empathy Goes Wrong

“Emotional Contagion” gives us vital 
information most of the time, but 
•  When we feel too much of the other 

person’s emotion 
•  And we feel we can’t control it…

The Often-Missing Third Component Of 
Empathy

1.  Cognitive Empathy: seeing things from 
the other’s point of view as best we can

2.  Emotional Empathy: enough to feel it, 
not so strongly that it overwhelms us

3.  Self-Other Differentiation: 
– You are responsible for your experience
– They are responsible for theirs
–   Allow them to have their experience, and be 

curious about it
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‘Fusion’: Lack Of Boundaries
•  It feels like the other person is ‘making’ us feel a 

certain way
•  Or (going the other way) we are responsible for 

how they feel
And the consequences are…
– Blaming others for how we feel
– Walking on eggshells to avoid upsetting them
– Or detaching ourselves from others so we don’t 

have to deal with their emotions 
–  ‘Empaths’ and ‘energy vampires’
– Burnout



How self-other 
differentiation looks like

FROM TO FUTHER TO 

Emotional domino in tense 
situations 

Being able to keep calm in 
pre-defined situations 

Maintaining non-anxious 
presence in all anxious 
environments 

Easily polarized (either-or, 
good-bad, right-wrong 
type of thinking) 

Able to see some grey 
areas 

Able to fully hold 
contradictions / paradoxes 

Blaming others or the 
context for own emotional 
being (you made me 
angry), reactivity is usual 

Some reactivity, but only in 
‘blindspots’ (shame, 
projections) 

Taking full responsibility 
for own emotional being (I 
create my experiences) 

Avoids saying ‘I’ - uses 
impersonal language (this 
is the way things are, 
change is hard etc) 

Uses ‘I’ in low-anxiety 
situations. 

Uses ‘I’ even when all 
others have switched to 
impersonal language (‘you’, 
‘they’, ‘we’)  
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Broader Look Into Empathy through 
EQ

•  MY SELF – do I understand my 
experience
•  MY PATTERNS – how I act under 

pressure (the repertoire tend to be fixed)
•  EMPATHY
– Cognitive – noticing others experience
– Emotional – what it be like for me
– LETTING OTHERS HAVE THE EXPERIENCE 

THEY ARE HAVING, NOT TRYING TO FIX IT

“Good leaders 
let other people 
have their own 
experience, 
without trying 
to change that.” 
 
– Dr. Gervase Bushe,  
Professor of Leadership and 
Organization Development 
 
Developer Of The Clear 
Leadership Model 

	


