DEPLOY EMPATHY
A PRA!TI!AL GUIDE TO INTER"IEWING !USTOMERS

MI!HELE HANSEN

DOTS#UARE PRESS

Copyright © 2021 Michele Hansen.
All rights reserved.
Cover design by Damien Terwagne.
Scripts, templates, and phrasing may be used in customer conversations, emails, or
other direct customer interactions without attribution. (For the purposes of this notice,
“customer” refers to a person who currently, previously, or who could plausibly pay for
or use a product or service.)
Any public or presentation contexts, such as posting to a blog, newsletter, podcast, talk,
presentation, book, or other situations that are not direct customer interactions require
attribution.
Using, adapting, and sharing the scripts within a company or consultant-client
relationship is permitted and indeed encouraged. In the case of a consultant-client
relationship, attribution is required.

I hate wasting time and writing code that never gets used. The
only way I've found to truly avoid that when building my SaaS
apps is to talk to the people I want to have as customers. Deploy
Empathy takes the anxiety out of having these conversations so
you can get honest thoughts about what you're trying to
accomplish.
- MI!HAEL BU!$BEE, FOUNDER, EXPEDITED SE!URITY

Deploy Empathy is an essential field guide for anyone working
close to product and customers. The book is filled with
practical advice on customer interviews with Michele's unique
ability to not just explain the how but also the equally
important why. Learning from her experience is like taking a
master class in nurturing product insights out of potential and
existing customers. There is truly something for everyone
involved in the product lifecycle.
- %OSH HO, FOUNDER, REFERRAL RO!$

Over the last 15 years, I’ve helped developers sell software and
marketers to build software. Convincing them to talk to
customers and really listen to customer problems has always
been a challenge. Deploy Empathy is the instruction manual for
customer interviews I’ve always wanted. Finally, I can direct
my clients to scripts and techniques they can use to learn more
directly from their customers. Many of them would have saved
months, some hundreds of thousands of pounds, had they
applied the practices in this book.
- %ONATHAN MAR$WELL, SMALL SAAS AD&ISOR, PLAINS!ALING

Michele’s expertise and knowledge in customer interviews
have been instrumental in shaping the way we launch new
products and features. Before reading Deploy Empathy, I
thought I was pretty good at talking with our users and
translating those conversations into useful features. After
applying some of her interviewing techniques, the feedback has
become so much richer and illuminating. It is helping to shape
our long term strategic objectives, not just setting immediate
goals.
- MATTHEW LEHNER, !O-FOUNDER ' !TO, ONEFEATHER

Doing customer interviews right is an art. It takes practice and
skill to think on your feet to ask the right questions. Michele
nails it on her podcast, Software Social, and especially in this
book. I'm a long-time believer in talking to customers, and now
I feel I have the techniques to get the best results.
- ROB BA(INET, FOUNDER, STILL RI&ER SOFTWARE

“If I can do this, you can.”
Apparently, the first time I uploaded data to Geocodio was
June 28, 2016, so that had to be the year I experienced my first
customer interview with Michele. I wonked out on her about
pulling in Census data. Now, I’m the smallest of small-time
users until now because my products didn’t launch, but I’m
building my third one and it looks like this bird will fly.
So, who did I track down to follow and emulate? Michele
Hansen of Geocodio. What did I find? Her advice on doing
customer research—a task that always made me meltdown
whenever I thought about it. Her advice helped me understand
that I’m actually excited to do customer research because I love
talking about the problem with this product because I am
receiving responses from people who actually feel the pain my
product will relieve. Maybe one day I’ll graduate to a gentle
tone and simple questions, but until then I’m looking forward
to culling the information I learn while talking to them.
- ANDREA BRI!E, TE!HNI!AL HEAD AND FOUNDER OF WILLOWFIN!H

In an ever-increasing automated world, Deploy Empathy is a
humane, practical, and actionable manuscript, full of tools you
can use right away to listen to your customers with empathy. It
is a solid way to make better-informed business decisions all
while turning customers into advocates.
- DAMIEN TERWAGNE, !O-FOUNDER, DAWN

Michele's writing is amongst the very best in the SaaS space at
the moment. It's different. Where other books teach the “what
works,” Deploy Empathy will put you in your customers’ shoes
and teach you the all-important “why” behind what you're
asking. As a developer who is currently attempting to validate a
few ideas, understanding exactly how to approach people in a
way that doesn't come across as a hardcore sales pitch has been
a massive help, and this book gives you the exact words and
techniques you need to use to get the best results. Without a
doubt, Deploy Empathy has already saved us countless hours of
coding something nobody actually wants.
- DARIAN MOODY, ENGINEERING LEAD AND !O-FOUNDER OF A !OMPANY
IN THE DIS!O&ERY PHASE

Deploy Empathy is a delightful resource for anyone who needs
to get people to share sophisticated, important things about
their work and business. It is a showcase of clever,
fundamental, and—most importantly—learnable conversation
skills.
Before reading Deploy Empathy, I thought that a long silence
in an interview was an awkward pause. But Michele taught me
that silence is just the sound that tremendously valuable
information makes just before it arrives. Since reading the
book, I’ve begun to revel in the so-called awkward pause,
instead of fearing it.
- DANIEL BE!$, FREELAN!E TE!HNI!AL WRITER

This book prompted me to have my first customer call, and I
learned so much! I found myself wanting to insert my own
thoughts and opinions so many times—I didn’t realize how
often I did that until I consciously held back. But I did hold
back, and it resulted in my customer opening up a whole lot
more. Mirroring and summarizing is also such a power move.
Deploy Empathy has been so helpful already, and this is only the
beginning.
- ADAM M!!REA, FOUNDER, RAILS AUTOS!ALE
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[ PART 1 ]
USING THIS BOO+

[ 1 ]
EMPATHY IS A LEARNABLE S)ILL

Your time is too valuable to spend it creating things people don’t
want.
As counterintuitive as it may seem, talking to people can save you
months or years of frustrating, fruitless effort.
You might be afraid that talking to customers (or potential
customers) will be a waste of time. That they will only tell you things
you already know. Or, worse, that it will be awkward and you’ll acci‐
dentally offend people.
That’s okay.
But you also might be looking for new opportunities. You might
be wondering why people cancel. You might be wondering how to get
more people to buy. You might be trying to figure out which features
to add next. And your data may not be giving you clear answers.

A spreadsheet of data can tell you what is happening, but it will
never tell you why.

This is where adding customer interviews to your skillset can help.

4

DEPLOY EMPATHY

This book will teach you how to deploy empathy in a specific,
targeted, and structured way to pull opportunities out of customers
that you and your competitors didn’t even realize were there. People
will tell you things—useful, actionable things—that you never would
have found before.
Even if you have never interviewed customers before.
Even if your company doesn’t exist yet.
Even if your company has been around for decades.
Even if you don’t think you have time for interviews and only talk
to customers in support or sales settings.
The skills you will learn can be used with potential customers,
former customers, current customers, clients, stakeholders, people
you advise, and even in your personal life.
You will walk away from this book with a toolbox of repeatable
processes that will allow you to find opportunities and moments of
unexpected insight time and time again.
The opportunities you find can be used across any part of a busi‐
ness—from what to write on landing pages to which features to prior‐
itize to what kind of pricing model to choose to who your real
competitors are.
To find those opportunities, you will first learn a set of conversa‐
tion techniques that will help you listen with empathy and intention.
It’s okay if the ways of speaking presented in this book are unfamiliar
to you. While it may come naturally to some, for many empathy is a
learned skill.
But before you learn how to deploy empathy in customer inter‐
views, let’s address a common objection. Interviewing customers may
sound squishy and subjective. It may sound like a “nice to have” rather
than a critical part of a business.
So don’t just take my word for it.
Writer Morgan Housel, one of the best business writers of our
time, wrote in The Psychology of Money:
“In a world where intelligence is hyper competitive, and many
previous technical skills have become automated,
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competitive advantages tilt toward nuanced and soft skills,
like communication, empathy, and perhaps most of all,
flexibility.” 1
Fortunately, anyone can learn the skills mentioned by Housel.
According to Brené Brown, “Empathy is best understood as a learned
skill, because being empathetic, or having the capacity to show empa‐
thy, is not a quality that is innate or intuitive.” 2

WHAT IS EMPATHY?
As defined by design strategist Indi Young in Practical Empathy,
empathy is “about understanding how another person thinks, and
acknowledging [their] reasoning and emotions as valid, even if they
differ from your own understanding.”
In this context, empathy means entering the other person’s world
and understanding that their decisions and actions make sense from
their perspective. As put plainly by former FBI Chief Hostage Nego‐
tiator Chris Voss in Never Split the Difference, “The beauty of empathy
is that it doesn’t demand you agree with the other person’s ideas.” 3 It
is similar to the concept of “beginner’s mindset”: suspending your
own preconceived notions before entering a situation to uncover new
information that you would not have come across had you kept only
your own ideas in mind. This suspension of judgment is critical for
finding problems that you may not have realized existed.

Learning empathy alone—aside from applying it to product
development,

marketing,

and

business

strategy—is

also

something that can make you a better leader. According to Brené
Brown, “In the growing body of empathy research, we are finding
that successful leaders often demonstrate high levels of empathy;
that empathy is related to academic and professional success; that
it can reduce aggression and prejudice and increase altruism.” 4

6

DEPLOY EMPATHY

I encourage you to try these techniques with friends and family
before talking to customers. With practice, the listening techniques
and frameworks you’ll find in this book will become second nature.

It is worth taking a moment to differentiate between empathy,
sympathy, and solution-based responses. For example, if someone
says, “My boss yelled at me today!” a sympathetic response would
be “I’m sorry that happened to you” (which creates distance
between the original speaker and the person replying), and a
solution response would be “You should get a new job,” which
comes from a good place yet changes the subject away from the
person’s experience. By contrast, an empathetic response might
be “That really hurt you,” which encourages the person to
expound on their experience. Regardless of your natural
inclination, it is my belief that everyone is capable of adding
empathetic

responses

and

exploration

paths

to

their

communication toolbox.

EMPATHY FOR !USTOMERS HELPS !OMPANIES OF ALL SI,ES
Your customers (or potential customers) have a wealth of insights for
you, and you just need to ask them.
When you understand the details of why and how someone
embarks on a process, you can then see where opportunities may lie.
That awareness of more opportunities—from new products to
marketing existing ones to strategy and more—is why more and more
companies have integrated listening to customers directly into their
decision-making processes.
Payment processor Stripe is a notable example. According to
Stripe product manager Theodora Chu, “at Stripe, the very first ques‐
tion you’ll get for any product proposal is, ‘Who are the users, and
what do they care about?” Stripe not only integrates customer
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research into the core of their decision-making, they also encourage
entire teams—developers included—to interview customers directly.
I’ve had the privilege of being interviewed by their product
managers, developers, and designers myself. Says Chu, “you’re
expected to talk to users throughout your time at Stripe, regardless of
function.” 5
You’ll read vignettes from Stripe’s customer research practices
throughout this book, as well as examples from my own company,
Geocodio, and from founders at different stages. What all of these
companies have in common—from small side projects to one of the
most admired technology companies in the world—is that customers
are integrated into their decision-making and everyday work
processes.
Unfortunately, actively listening to customers is a resource that
many companies overlook. Many large businesses have research arms,
yet they are often insulated from the rest of the company. There is
substantial value in having developers, product managers, marketers,
and other functions—besides researchers—interview and interact
with customers. Companies that insulate research—or, worse, neglect
it entirely—leave that valuable resource completely untapped to their
own detriment. 6 But that, in turn, creates an opportunity for competi‐
tors that are willing to do the work to understand customers.
You are therefore creating an advantage for your company just by
having empathy for your customers and being open to listening to
them.

[ 2 ]
THE NEUROS!IEN!E OF LISTENING

Over the thousands of interviews I’ve conducted, I’ve found that
customers we interview tend to become our most vocal supporters.
The customers we’ve interviewed go on to be the ones who passion‐
ately share the word in their networks. The customers we’ve inter‐
viewed are the most likely to offer to do a testimonial, even without
us asking.
Most of us are so used to being ignored by companies that when
we find one that listens to us—and genuinely listens to us—it’s star‐
tlingly refreshing. It makes people want to go out of their way to see
that company succeed.
There is a deeper neurological reason why this happens.
According to functional magnetic resonance imaging brain stud‐
ies, parts of the brain associated with motivation, reward, and enjoy‐
ment light up when people talk about themselves and their
experiences with another person. 1
Being listened to makes people feel happy, and the person talking
associates those positive feelings with the person and concept they’re
talking about. In the case of a customer interview, that means those
happy feelings get transferred to you and in turn, your company.
The mere act of listening alone is powerful. I want you to
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remember that study when you find yourself wondering whether
you’re asking the right questions, your interviews are long enough, or
whether you’re analyzing them in the right way. (Later on, we’ll
address each of those concerns.)
Just listening to customers alone has benefits for you and your
company. Even if you do nothing with what you’ve learned afterward.

[ 3 ]
WHY I WROTE THIS BOO+

People often ask me how my husband and I have been able to grow
our software company, Geocodio, to over one million dollars in
annual revenue without external funding.
Do you want to know the secret?
Here it is: listening to customers is embedded in everything we do.
Listening to customers is the cornerstone, foundation, and pillars of
how we make decisions. By listening to customers and learning their
processes, we learn how to get and retain customers by helping them
accomplish things faster, cheaper, and easier.
Hearing that, people then wanted to learn how to interview
customers themselves. I didn’t feel like I had one solid place to send
them, and I would find myself typing out long emails that were a mix
of chapters of books, podcasts, and blog posts, with my own perspec‐
tives spliced in. (As you’ll learn in this book, repeated manual work
like that is a symptom of pain that can be solved by a product. In this
case, a book.)
Most resources on customer research are only partly relevant to
people trying to start or grow businesses and are written for user
experience professionals. I needed a resource that presumed no
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previous experience with customer research and was also biased
toward action.
This book is specifically intended to fill two gaps in the existing
(and wonderful) body of work on customer research, much of which I
reference throughout this book.
The first is specific words, phrases, and scripts to use when talking
to customers, whether in an interview setting or support setting.
Many books mention phrases and tactics, yet they often do not get
into the nitty gritty of exact questions to ask in specific situations to
the extent that would be needed by someone who has zero customer
research training. The idea of this book is that, if you had to, you
could read How to Talk So People Will Talk to get an idea for how to
get people to open up, and then take one of the scripts into an inter‐
view with only minor adjustments. It is designed to be grab-and-go.
Second, with the exception of The User Experience Team of One,
many of the books on user research are written with large, wellresourced teams in mind.

If you’re in a team setting, I suggest using this book in tandem
with The Jobs to Be Done Playbook by Jim Kalbach. Steve Portigal’s
Interviewing Users is excellent for those who have the resources
and ability to meet with customers in person. Consultants might
look to Erika Hall’s Just Enough Research, which is written from a
design agency perspective.
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This book attempts to make customer research methods accessible to
even the smallest of companies—including companies of one, in soft‐
ware entrepreneur Paul Jarvis’ words.

Paul Jarvis’ Company of One is one of the most influential books in
the world of small software companies. Rob Walling’s Start Small,
Stay Small and Arvid Kahl’s Zero to Sold are also part of that canon.

The sparking motivation for this book was to offer a way to help
founders and prospective founders, often developers, run their own
companies with customer understanding built into the core of their
decision-making process. Building products and features that people
don’t want is painful and if people knew how to talk to customers and
potential customers to get useful information, they wouldn’t have to
go through that.
Trying to introduce customer perspectives into the product devel‐
opment process later on in a company’s lifecycle can be painful, too.
Anyone who has tried to introduce customer research into a
company that makes decisions without talking to customers knows
just how much of a slog it can be.

Cindy Alvarez’s Lean Customer Development is written from the
perspective of a product manager and has specific tips for
introducing customer research into a resistant organization. If
you are in that situation and have skeptical higher-ups, read
Alvarez’s book yourself and try to get your leadership to read one
of Clayton Christensen’s books, which are written from a highlevel, executive-friendly perspective.

WHY I WROTE THIS BOO+
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But what if more companies were built with customer empathy from
the very beginning? Retrofitting customer research into the organiza‐
tion wouldn’t be necessary, because it would already be baked in.

In the early days of Stripe, founders Patrick and John Collison
personally answered support emails and watched users integrate
the product.
According to Stripe product manager Theodora Chu, “they
built up a strong sense of ‘What do developers want? And how do
we make our APIs better by virtue of spending time with
developers and watching how they use our APIs.” As a result, user
research is something that’s “baked into Stripe’s DNA” because it’s
been there from day one.
And it still is for new employees. “One of the first things you
do when you join Stripe is you try and answer a support ticket,
and you try and help a user through their pain point…We care a
lot about people who are focused on users in general. You’re
expected to talk to users throughout your time at Stripe,
regardless of function.” 1

It is my grand ambition to help people learn how to listen to
customers and integrate it into their workflow from the start. While
they are only one group of readers of this book, I believe that devel‐
opers and makers are the next huge wave of founders. Demystifying
the skills to pull wants and needs out of potential customers would
save them hours, months, and years of pain.

HOW I GOT STARTED WITH ALL OF THIS
Before I was a software entrepreneur, I was a product manager at a
mid-size company. We’d look at analytics and talk to customer service
and then make educated guesses about what we needed to do to a
product to get the metrics to go in the right direction.
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Even though I was a frequent visitor in the customer service
department, it never occurred to me that we could talk to customers
directly.
I remember the first time someone suggested the idea of user
testing our products before we launched them. “How are we supposed
to find time for that?” I thought to myself. A week of user testing and
then another two weeks of tweaking based on that feedback just
wasn't in the cards for our hectic four-to-six week product launch
cycles.
It was only later, as my mind became more open to qualitative
research and I had my own “Aha!” moments while talking to
customers that I learned that it is absurd to start customer research
the week before launch—because it needs to happen much sooner, as
part of guiding the development of the product.
I saw for myself how it can improve product roadmaps, increase
team motivation, and get numbers moving in the right direction.
Talking to customers was a revelation.
Practicing and applying empathy didn’t come naturally to me, and
it’s something I’ve had to learn. 2 I was fortunate enough to learn
customer research under the wing of an experienced design leader
and a PhD user researcher. I observed their interviews for months
before conducting my own.
It took me a long time to realize the value that can come from
listening to customers and how to do so in a way that leads to results,
and I try to keep that in mind whenever I'm talking about this.
If you’re new to this, you may not believe me until you start seeing
the results and having those “Aha!” moments of learning for yourself. I
recognize that interviewing customers and integrating them into your
decision-making is a mental leap for a lot of people.
Let’s embrace your doubt. I accept that you may be worried that
this will be a waste of time. If you follow the methods outlined in this
book, you will get useful feedback out of your interviews and you can
stop spending time on things that people don’t want. You’ll get there,
and this book is your step-by-step guide.

[ 4 ]
WHAT THIS BOO) !AN HELP YOU DO

Perhaps you find yourself, either now or at other times, needing to do
one of the following:
Launch a product
See if people would pay for something
Understand why people are canceling
Know why people are buying, so you can find more
customers
Determine which features to add next
Figure out how to keep customers and why people buy
again
If any of those apply to you, this book is for you.
This book is intended to make the tribal knowledge about talking
to users that is largely constrained to the user research community
accessible to a much broader audience.
This book is written for people who do not come from a user
experience background. That includes everyone from developers to
product managers to marketers to founders.
If you do have experience with interviewing, this book’s primary
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usefulness to you may be as a resource to recommend to developers,
product managers, and other team members as an introduction to
interviewing that is approachable yet rigorously grounded.

This book is in part inspired by a line in veteran user researcher
Steve Portigal’s book Interviewing Users: “Much of this presumes
that the fieldwork team is assembled from two types of people:
those who are likely to be reading this book, and those who
wouldn’t even have imagined a book like this existed.” This book
is written with that latter group in mind. It is intended to be an
approachable introduction that is heavy on practical application.

[ 5 ]
HOW THIS BOO) IS STRU!TURED

This book is organized linearly. It starts with mental models for
thinking about customer problems, to figuring out when to do
research, to recruiting participants, to preparing for interviews and
creating a script, then to analyzing interviews and taking action.
But just because this book is organized linearly doesn’t mean you
need to read it linearly. This is intended to be a practical guide, so feel
free to skip around and make it useful for yourself. (See Appendix A
for the non-linear reading guide.)

PART II: )EY FRAMEWOR)S
There are several underlying ideas and mental models that are refer‐
enced throughout this book. This book isn’t heavy on theory, yet it’s
important to have these highly-actionable models in mind as you
conduct and analyze interviews.
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PART III: GETTING STARTED
Customer interviews are very, very different from the interviews you
might observe in daily life. It’s more like how a therapist talks to their
patients than a journalist on TV.
This part is a step-by-step guide to interviewing like a user
researcher would and will help you build up your skills before talking
to prospective, current, and former customers or clients.
If you’ve already interviewed a customer or ten, you can probably skip
this section and go right on to Part IV.

PART I": WHEN SHOULD YOU DO INTER"IEWS?
This section introduces a mental model for thinking about when to
do interviews: project-based research (when you have a specific
problem you’re trying to figure out) and ongoing research (for
building and updating your general understanding of customer
needs). I use this framework for my own research, and it’s also used by
Stripe. 1 You’ll find your own research flow, and I present this model
as a starting point to help you figure out when interviews are the right
tool for the job.

PART ": RE!RUITING PARTI!IPANTS
The next part walks you through one of the biggest challenges for
people at first: finding people to talk to, especially if you don’t have
any customers. You’ll get specific copy to use to find interview partic‐
ipants on Reddit, Twitter, LinkedIn, Facebook, and email lists. If you
already have customers, it includes copy and questions to use via
email and short surveys.

PART "I: HOW TO TAL) SO PEOPLE WILL TAL)
How to Talk So People Will Talk is the most important part of this
book.

HOW THIS BOO) IS STRU!TURED
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Interviews are more like acting than a conversation, and this part
will teach you specific tactics to use to help people open up and talk
about relevant topics.
If you are pressed for time, read this part and then skip to
Appendix A to get power packs for specific situations.

PART "II: INTER"IEWS
This is the part you will probably reference the most in the future: the
essentials of interviewing. This part gets into the nuts and bolts of
interviews and includes scripts for specific scenarios (like cancellation
interviews, testing a prototype, or when you’re in the early stages and
exploring a problem). It also includes deep dives on specific questions,
like how to ask someone what they would pay.
If you’re one to skip around: Do not start using the scripts
before reading How to Talk So People Will Talk.
Interviews don’t always go according to plan, and that’s okay. In
the last chapter of this part, “Debugging Interviews,” you’ll get guid‐
ance on what to do in some common situations and how to recover.

PART "III: ANALY*ING INTER"IEWS
After that, it’s time to dive into analysis methods. This part will intro‐
duce you to a simplified version of a customer journey map (it’s okay
if you don’t know what that is) and a matrix for determining which
problems and tasks might be good opportunities.

PART IX: PULLING IT ALL TOGETHER: SAMPLE INTER"IEW AND
ANALYSIS
This section shows you the interview tactics in action and walks
through different ways of analyzing interviews, including a long-form
version and an analysis for when you’re low on time.
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PART X: WHAT NOW?
Here, you’ll find further resources. This book has a narrow focus on
the interview skills and tactics that are glossed over in other books.
Accordingly, there are a lot of important topics that are intentionally
excluded, and this part is a launchpad for exploring those other topics.

APPENDIX A: !HEAT SHEET
Appendix A is your handy guide to skipping around this book. Trying
to figure out what to build? Need to know why people cancel? This
section has power packs of chapters for specific purposes to make it
easy to get the answers you need and get to work.

APPENDIX B: FOR FOUNDERS
Appendix B is specifically for founders of small software companies.
It includes discussion of common customer support situations,
turning feature requests into research, the differences between
support, sales, and research, and one way to use customer research as
part of goal setting.

