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LESSON 24: CULTIVATING EMPATHY

Vocabulary Word:
Empathy – The ability to understand and share the feelings, perspectives, 

and experiences of others, and to respond with compassion and sensitivity.

Lesson Content:
Empathy is a vital skill for personal development. It involves stepping into 

the shoes of others, understanding their emotions, and responding with 
compassion and understanding. By cultivating empathy, we foster deeper 
connections, build stronger relationships, and create a more supportive 
and harmonious environment.

If we develop empathy, we simultaneously develop skills that lead to 
higher success upon release. On the flip side, we can ignore empathy’s 
value and adjust to a prison setting with apathy. That means we don’t care 
about others or adapt in ways that make us comfortable in prison—but 
incapable of functioning in society.

We must think about the challenges that follow for all people who leave 
prison. People who serve time in prison may face challenges with:

	» Finding employment,
	» Obtaining credit,
	» Opening business relationships.

Those who develop empathy will have a higher skill set they can draw upon 
to overcome those challenges. For example, had I not developed empathy 
while serving 26 years in prison, I would have faced more challenges after 
release. I trained myself to think as if I’d always be unemployable. When I 
walked out, I felt as if I would have to create my own income streams.

Empathy plays a crucial role for people who choose to live an 
entrepreneurial life. We must connect with customers, understanding their 
needs. We listen so we can solve their problems, then we create products 
and services around their needs. 
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By empathizing with the end users, an entrepreneur engages in active 
listening. He must research markets to learn more about pain points he 
wants to resolve. An empathetic approach will help an entrepreneur 
understand the nuances of the market.

As a former prisoner who strives to create products and services for the 
prison system, I listen to the market and strive to understand the needs of 
people who are very cynical of me—because of my background.

Develop empathy while serving a prison term, and a person will advance 
prospects for success upon release.

Perspective-Taking:
Empathy begins with perspective-taking. It involves putting ourselves in 

the position of others, imagining their experiences, and seeing the world 
through their eyes. By considering different viewpoints, we gain a broader 
understanding of the human experience.

Active Listening:
Empathy is closely tied to active listening. It means attentively and non-

judgmentally listening to others, seeking to understand their emotions 
and concerns. By fully engaging in the conversation and showing genuine 
interest, we create a safe space for people to share their thoughts and 
feelings.

Emotional Recognition:
Empathy requires recognizing and acknowledging the emotions 

of others. It involves being attuned to verbal and non-verbal cues, and 
validating their feelings. By acknowledging and accepting their emotions, 
we demonstrate empathy and support.
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Cultivating Compassion:
Empathy is connected to compassion, which is the genuine concern for 

the well-being of others. It involves responding with kindness, empathy, 
and a willingness to help. Cultivating compassion fosters a sense of 
connectedness and promotes positive relationships.

Respecting Diversity:
Empathy encompasses respecting diversity and appreciating the unique 

experiences and backgrounds of others. It involves recognizing and valuing 
different perspectives and cultural differences. By embracing diversity, we 
create an inclusive and empathetic environment.

QUESTIONS AND ACTIVITIES: IN ONE HOUR, ANSWER AS YOU DEEM APPROPRIATE.

How do you understand the concept of empathy?

Why is empathy important for personal development, particularly during 
imprisonment?

Share an example of a time when empathy helped you understand 
someone’s perspective or support them in prison. How did it contribute to 
your personal growth?

How can cultivating empathy help you prepare for building meaningful 
relationships and resolving conflicts after release?

What strategies can you employ to enhance your empathy during prison?

Activity:
Think of a recent interaction where you could have demonstrated more 

empathy. Reflect on the situation and describe how you could have better 
understood the other person’s feelings and responded with empathy. What 
steps can you take in the future to cultivate empathy in similar situations?
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Identify one area where you would like to develop greater empathy. 
Write down specific actions you can take to enhance your empathy in that 
area, such as practicing active listening, engaging in perspective-taking 
exercises, or seeking opportunities to learn about different cultures and 
experiences.

Remember, empathy is a powerful tool for personal development, 
fostering connections, and creating a compassionate environment. By 
cultivating and practicing empathy during prison, you develop a deeper 
understanding of others, build stronger relationships, and contribute to 
a more empathetic society. These skills will serve you well in your journey 
towards post-release success.


