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Leading with 
Empathy



You’re Hungry in a Foreign Country
and you can’t speak the language

What do you do? 
● 3 months of Duolingo 
● Know the following: 

○ #1-3, 10-12 
○ Thank You 
○ Excuse me 
○ Yes & No 
○ Rice



Venture Out to a Restaurant
Tasks to Complete

1. Indicate party size to be seated 

to the host/hostess 

2. Place your order 

3. Ask for the check 

4. Pay for your meal



Venture Out to a Restaurant
Tasks to Complete

1. Indicate party size to be seated 

to the host/hostess 

2. Place your order 

3. Ask for the check 

4. Pay for your meal

Typically requires 
speaking



As someone completely unfamiliar with the country and the language, 
I was able to successfully order and pay for a meal at the restaurant 

This was an intentionally designed experience 

● Initial Problem: How might we make it easy for foreign tourists to eat 
here? 

● Discovery: Mapping the customer journey & understanding challenges 
● Solution: Table-side Point-of-Sale tablets with menus in multiple 

languages

Considering the Human Experience
Grounding processes in empathy



If we can have great experiences 
enabled by empathetic design in 

our day-to-day lives



Why don’t we demand 
the same from our 

business dashboards?



Human-Centered 
Design
Grounding in Empathy



Human-centered design (HCD) is a 
creative approach to problem-solving 
that puts people—users, customers, 
stakeholders—at the heart of the process. 
IDEO



A Real Ask

I need a new sales dashboard that 
tracks revenue

If you’re lucky: 

I need a dashboard that reports on… 

● Daily customers 
● Type of customer 
● Sales revenues 
● Operational costs



Problem Solving Process

Problem Solution

Are we solving 
for the right 
problem?

How do we 
know this is the 
right solution?

Does this need to 
be a dashboard?



Problem Solving Process

Problem Solution

How can we take smaller steps so we 
aren’t making huge assumptions?



Problem Solving Process

Problem
Are we solving 
for the right 
problem?

How do we 
know we’re on 
the right path?



Key Insight

Start with the why, 
not with the what



Getting to the Right Solution
requires solving for the right problem

To solve for the right problem: 

● Explore the problem space 

● Understand our users & their priorities 

● Identify the so what? What action they want to take from the dashboard? 

If we don’t take the time to understand the people we’re building dashboards 
for, why should they take the time to use what we make?



“If I had an hour to solve a problem I'd spend 
55 minutes thinking about the problem and 
five minutes thinking about solutions.” 

Albert Einstein



Exploring the Problem
What’s on Your Radar?

A finished exercise I ran with the sales team 
to understand their priorities & stressors

Prompt: What is 
important for you to 
accomplish to be 
successful in your role?



Exploring the Problem
What’s on Your Radar?

An exercise in which people plot 
items according to personal 
significance 

● Reveals what people are 
thinking 

● Shows how people prioritize 
● Challenges your 

preconceptions

A finished exercise I ran with the 
sales team to understand their 
priorities & stressors



Exploring the Problem
What’s on Your Radar?

In short, it: 

● Helps us understand what’s 
important to people 

● Build empathy for our users 

● Allows us to better align user 
priorities with dashboard 
features & metrics

A finished exercise I ran with the 
sales team to understand their 
priorities & stressors



I asked the sales team to walk me through 
different actions they took when using an 
existing dashboard

Exploring the Problem
Contextual Inquiry



I asked the sales team to walk me through 
different actions they took when using an 
existing dashboard

An approach to interviewing and 
observing people in their 
environment 

● Reveals what people actually 
do and say 

● Challenges your assumptions

Exploring the Problem
Contextual Inquiry



Problem Solving Process

Problem Solution

Let’s track our progress



Problem Solving Process

Problem Solution

Discover the 
problems

Define the 
challenge 



Modes of Thinking
Divergent Thinking followed by Convergent Thinking

By exploring the problem, we 
created choices/options. 

Next, we: 

● Synthesize information 
● Prioritize options 
● Choose a path forward



Defining the Challenge

After exploring the problem and 
building empathy and understanding: 

● Synthesize your findings 
● Identify trends/patterns 

Align with your team on a focus to 
move forward with



Defining the Challenge
Affinity Clustering

With my team, I used affinity clustering to identify 
patterns and priorities for the new dashboard



Garbage In = Garbage Out

If we don’t spend time defining 
the right problem, we’ll spend 

time building the wrong solution



Solutioning Our 
Way Forward



Problem Solving Process

Problem Solution

Discover the 
problem

Define the 
challenge 

Develop 
potential 
solutions



Developing Solutions

In this space, we want to explore potential solutions alongside our 
stakeholders 

● Generate ideas without filtering 
● Consider challenges from alternate perspectives and give different 

answers 
● Collaborate and ideate with a range of people 
● Test potential solutions



Developing Solutions
Creative Matrix

A matrix used to generate potential solutions to gaining buy-in 
from users



Maintain Focus

Focus on solutioning—developing 
various solutions—rather than 

polishing one to perfection



Problem Solving Process

Problem Solution

Discover the 
problem

Define the 
challenge 

Develop 
potential 
solutions

Delivery: 
Test solutions 
& iterate



Testing Solutions
Prototyping: Wireframing

Once you have narrowed down potential 
solutions, it’s time to start testing! 

Use low-fidelity wireframes to: 

● Validate ideas 
● Align team/stakeholders on layout 
● Iterate rapidly



Testing Solutions
Prototyping: Wireframing

Use high-fidelity wireframes to: 

● Test interactions 
● Conduct usability tests 
● Align on specific dashboard elements



Problem Solving Process

Problem Solution

Discover the 
problem

Define the 
challenge 

Develop 
potential 
solutions

Delivery: 
Test solutions 
& iterate



Double Diamond Framework



Human-Centered Design is For Everyone

You don’t need to be a designer to use HCD 

If you can’t change the solution, you can still use HCD to help 

If you are tasked to build a dashboard, and it has to be a dashboard, you can 
use HCD to: 

● Understand the why behind the dashboard 
● Gain alignment & buy-in from users & stakeholders 
● Prototype & validate dashboard interactions and layouts



Working Alongside People
Allows us to achieve ideal outcomes

Problem Space  
Start with the Why 

● All about seeking to 
understand, not assuming 

● Lean into empathy and 
curiosity, not judgement 

● Define the challenges to tackle, 
perhaps reframe the issue

Solution Space 

Co-create and Iterate 

● All about collaborating, iterating, 
and testing 

● Lean into empathy and curiosity, 
not judgement 

● Generate and test solutions with 
a range of people, validate what 
works



HCD in a Creative 
Context
How I applied Human-Centered 
Design to Iron Viz



Creative Data Visualization
Not what you’d build for your boss

Tableau Public Viz of the Day



Creative Data Visualization
Not what you’d build for your boss

Iron Viz 2026 Finalists

Today 
@ 

4pm!!



Creative Data Visualization
Not what you’d build for your boss

My Iron Viz 2025 viz

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/ryansoares/viz/iv2025_rs_public/Dashboard1


Iron Viz Objectives

Design

Constraints 

• 20 minute 
build limit 

• 3 minute 
presentation

AnalysisStorytelling



How do I get a 
human to care?

What is adoption?



The Context Switch
What does adoption mean?

Business Adoption 

● Using a dashboard to 
make decisions 

● Needs utility to drive a 
decision

Creative Connection 

● Finishing the story and 
walking away with 
changed perspective 

● Needs a “hook” to 
drive a connection 

Both need Human-Centered Design!



Types of Stakeholders
Audience-first design

Optional footer placeholder

Visible Stakeholders

Invisible Stakeholders

➔ Judges 

➔ Data Viz Experts 

➔ Design, analysis, storytelling 

➔ The Casual Scroller 

➔ Tableau Beginner 

➔ Cares about engagement



Optional footer placeholder

Audience 
(invisible)

Judges 
(visible)



Designing for Human Connection

Keep it simple

Accessibility and simplicity are the 
highest forms of empathy.



My Iron Viz Design Goals

Memorable and 
engaging

Clear and 
concise story

Structured 
user flow

Simple UI 
components



Brainstorming a Unique Story
My thought process

Two parties 
involved in 

wildlife strikes

What about bird 
safety?

How would birds 
use this data to 
avoid strikes?

Use data to help 
birds migrate 

safely

Asking ChatGPT how birds 
would use the data:



Designing the User Experience
Structured and concise user flow

Introduction 
Introduce the problem 
of bird strikes for 
migratory bird species

Species Selection 
Select one of three 
migratory bird species 
and learn more about 
the bird

Plan Trip 
Select an origin and 
destination airport 
for migration trip

Strike Report 
Find a path through 
the strike hotspots to 
arrive at destination 
safely

Conclusion 
Understand how data 
impacts mitigation 
strategies and how it can be 
improved



The Viz



Designing the User Experience
Simple chart types

Area charts

Bar chart

Maps

Gantt chart

”Subway stop” chart



Solutioning over Solutions

A successful viz isn’t always 
 the most technical one - it’s the 
one that requires the least effort 

from the user to understand



Build with Intent
Focus on value and clarity



Build with Intent
Focus on value and clarity



Ask Yourself

If a user only has 15 seconds to look at this, 
will they spend more time figuring out 

how to read it, or figuring out what the insight is? 

Is the story in this visual clearer and more actionable than 
if I showed it in a simple visual (bar chart, BAN, etc.)?



Human-Centered Design is the difference 
between a dashboard people have to 
use, and a story people want to share. 

Lead with the human and 
the adoption will follow



Summary + Takeaways
HCD can be used in business & personal contexts

Start with the why, not 
with the what. 

Lean in with empathy and 
curiosity 

● Understand the true 
needs of your users 

● Explore problems and 
solutions alongside 
your stakeholders

Co-create and ideate 
with stakeholders for 
alignment and buy-in. 

● Gather continuous 
feedback 

● Iterate 
● Get alignment with 

every step

Lead with people and 
adoption will follow. 

● Keep it simple 
● Accessibility and 

simplicity are the 
highest forms of 
empathy



Take HCD Beyond Tableau Conference

A guide to help you get started

https://www.cmdtab.blog/resource-lead-with-empathy-design-for-adoption/


Q&A

Contact information
Ryan Soares 

/in/ryandsoares/

Devon Ngo 

/in/devonngo



Thank 
 you 



Explore and get inspired by  
over 13 million public visualizations 

Create and share data visualizations that 
get you noticed in the industry 

Join a global community of over 6 million 
data professionals and build your career 

Tableau Public 
Find inspiration, grow your data skills, 
and join a global community—free


