
Overview of Emotion Focused 
Therapy (EFT)



Emotion Focused Therapy (EFT: 
Overview and Introduction

1. Primacy of Emotions  
a) Emotional reactions are the most central experience 

for communicating client concerns – e.g., Zajonc –
Lazarus debate 

b) b) Fast vs. Slow processing (i.e., emotions are “fast-
tracked” to  core attachments)

2. Dialectical Constructivism (e.g., despair vs. 
hope; experience splits).

2. EFT is an Empirically Supported Treatment (APA 
Division 12 list of treatments)

3.  Treatment tasks and techniques



Dialectic: Identify Experiential Splits

• EFT involves identifying and resolving 
experiential splits.

• Critic vs. Experiencer, but client defined
• “resolution” is a synthesis, often emerging as 

a new form of experience (and inherent with 
new splits – Hegalian).



Common Dialectics: Identify 
Experiential Splits

• EFT involves identifying and resolving 
experiential splits.

• Critic vs. Experiencer
• “resolution” is a synthesis, often emerging as 

a new form of experience (and inherent with 
new splits – Hegalian).



EFT Modular Tasks #1
Task Marker Intervention

1.  Problem-relevant experience Empathic Exploration  /  Affirmation

2.  Beginning of Therapy Alliance Formation

3.  Alliance Rupture Alliance Dialogue (similar to Brief 
Relational Therapy)

4.  Attentional Focus Clearing a Space

5.  Unclear Feeling Experiential Focusing



EFT Modular Tasks #2
Task Marker Intervention

6.  Narrative Marker (internal pressure 
from difficult life events)

Trauma Retelling

7. Meaning Protest – (Life events violates 
beliefs)

Meaning Work

8.  Problematic Reaction Point (puzzling 
over-reaction to a situation)

Systematic Evocative Unfolding

9.  Self-Evaluation Split Two-Chair Dialogue

10. Unfinished Business (lingering bad 
feelings)

Empty Chair Work



Diagnostic Interviewing in EFT

• Diagnoses are important labels, but secondary 
to conceptualizing the person

• Diagnostic interviewing precedes individual 
psychotherapy is (ideally) consistent with the 
beginning of treatment

• Building hope and positive expectations with 
treatment concepts 



Emotion Schemes



Typical Primary Adaptive Responses
Situation Emotion Adaptive Actions

Violation, attack on self, family or 
possessions

Anger Assert, protect, defend self

Loss, separation, psychological injury Sadness, emotional pain Seek support (e.g., crying); withdrawal into self

Danger Fear Freeze, monitor, flee

Exposure as having acted inappropriately Shame Correct or hide impropriety to protect social standing, 
connection with others

Offensive, dirty, indigestible object or 
person

Disgust, contempt Expel or avoid object or person

Change, novel stimuli Surprise, interest, curiosity, excitement Attend, approach, explore, engage

Achievement of goal, task, need or 
connection

Happiness, joy Friendly interaction, future seeking of similar 
situations

Highly valued other Love, affection, caring Contact, express positive regard; strengthen 
attachment bonds



Four Forms of Emotional Response
1.  Primary Adaptive: Unlearned direct 

response to situation

Situation
e.g., violation

Primary Emotion
e.g., anger

Adaptive Action
e.g., defend self



Four Forms of Emotional Response
1.  Primary Adaptive: Unlearned direct 

response to situation

Situation
e.g., violation

Primary Emotion
e.g., anger

Adaptive Action
e.g., defend self



2.  Maladaptive Emotional Response: 
Learned, direct response to a situation

 

Current  
Situation  
e.g., therapist 
offers caring 

Activation of  
Abuse Scheme 
e.g., caring = 
potential violation 

Maladaptive  
Action 
e.g., quit therapy, 
blame therapist 

Past Experience  
e.g., childhood abuse  

Primary  
Emotion  
e.g., anger  
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3. Secondary Reactive Emotional 
Response

Situation 
Violation

Secondary 
Reactive
Emotion e.g.
Anger at Self; 
Guilt 

Nonadaptive 
Action
Ruminates, blames 
self and avoids 
returning to places et

Primary 
Emotion 
e.g., 
Anger



Four Forms of Emotional Response
1.  Primary Adaptive: Unlearned direct 

response to situation

Situation
“Ghosted” by partner

Primary Emotion
Sadness, loss, depression

Adaptive Action
Cry, seek friends, withdraw



2.  Maladaptive Emotional Response: 
Learned, direct response to a situation

 

Current Situation 

therapist shows 
concern for 
boundaries, timely 

Activation of  
Neglect Scheme 
boundaries = permanent 
loss, abandonment 

Maladaptive  
Action 
e.g., quiet in 
session, come early 

Prior abandonment 
/ neglect disinterest 

Primary  
Emotion  
Loss, sad  
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3. Secondary Reactive Emotional 
Response

Situation 
“Ghosted”

Secondary 
Reactive
Emotion e.g.
anger at self 

Nonadaptive 
Action
Ruminates, yells at 
partner for not 
texting back

Primary 
Emotion 
e.g., 
sadness 



4. Instrumental Emotional Response: 
Emotion Displayed for its Intended 

Effect (regardless of actual emotional 
experience)

Situation 
e.g., not get-
ting own way

Manipulative Action:
Emotion Display e .g., show 
of sadness: "crocodile tears" 

Interpersonal 
Intention e.g., 
to get own way 



Dialectic: Identify Experiential Splits

• EFT involves identifying and resolving 
experiential splits.

• Critic vs. Experiencer
• “resolution” is a synthesis, often emerging as 

a new form of experience (and inherent with 
new splits – Hegalian).



EFT Modular Tasks 1 and 2 (problem 
experience & alliance formation) 

processes
1. Restatement: A repeating or rephrasing of the content or meaning 

of client’s statement(s) that typically contains fewer but similar 
words.  Usually more “cognitive” and concrete and clear that the 
client’s statement.

2. Open Question.  Questions that ask clients to clarify or explore 
thoughts or feelings.  Helpers do not request specific information 
and do not purposely limit the nature of the response to a “yes,” 
“no,” or one- or two-word response.

3. Reflection (of feelings).  A repeating or rephrasing of client’s 
statements, including an explicit identification of client’s feelings. 
The therapist may infer feelings from the client’s non-verbal 
behavior, the context, or the content of the client’s message. 
Often the reflection is phrased tentative.  It may be in the form of 
a statement or a question. 



Empathy Defined

“An attitude that is implemented by the taking of a 
specific type of vantage point or stance toward 
another.  This means that the empathic person 
attempts to operate within the internal frame of 
reference of the client and to remain in empathic 
contact with the client’s inner world.”  

--Leslie Greenberg



Goals / Functions of Empathy
 Encourage greater awareness of senses; tool for 

learning. 
May discover problematic, maladaptive & instrumental 

emotions, which often are part of the reason for 
suppressing primary emotion.

 Change in the Problematic Emotional Patterns by 
a) discovering all aspects of experience; 
b) identify problematic emotional patterns (e.g., anger 

expressed instead of sadness and loss); 
c) identify adaptive emotions and encourage those to 

replace maladaptive emotional responses; 
d) Strategies for resolving the related unfinished business & 

splits (e.g., chair work; internal splits)



Variation in Empathic Responding
Frame of 
Reference

A. Simple Empathy Responses intended primarily to communicate understanding of 
immediate client experiencing.

Client

Therapist

Empathic Reflection Accurately represent most central, poignant or strongly-felt 
aspect of client's message.

Empathic Following Brief responses that indicate therapist understands what client 
is saying (acknowledgments and empathic repetitions). “Brief 
encouragers”

Empathic Affirmation Offer validation, support, or sympathy when client is in 
emotional distress or pain.

B. Empathic Exploration Responses intended to encourage client exploration while 
maintaining empathic attunement.

Exploratory Reflection Simultaneously communicate empathy and stimulate client 
self-exploration of explicit and implicit experience, through 
open-edge or growth-oriented responses.

Evocative Reflection Communicate empathy while helping client to heighten or 
access experience, through vivid imagery, powerful language 
or dramatic manner.

Exploratory Question Stimulate client open-ended self-exploration.
Fit Question Encourage client to check representation of experience with 

actual experience.

Process Observation Nonconfrontationally describe client in-session verbal or 
nonverbal behavior (usually with Exploratory Question).

Empathic Conjecture Tentative guess at immediate, implicit client experience 
(usually with Fit Question).

Empathic Refocusing Offer empathy to what the client is having difficulty facing in 
order to invite continued exploration (often into what therapist 
suspects is a “deeper” area of experiencing).





EFT Task: Clearing a Space Task (preparing emotion 
focusing)

1. Marker:  Confusion, attention focus difficulty.  
(Identify and reflect).

2. Attending to internal problem space (invite client to 
turn attention inward; relaxation).  Can combine with 
breathing; Progressive Muscle Relaxation (PMR); 
Meditation)

3. Listing concerns or problem experiences
4. Setting aside concerns or problems (client creates 

emotional distance by imaginally setting aside each 
issue in a visual “space”).

5. Appreciating cleared internal space (enjoy free, 
relaxed sense of a safe internal space)

6. Generalizing the cleared space (application outside 
sessions).



Role Play Continued: Developing Internal 
Split

Therapist Goal:  Develop the Other Side of the Split.  
Continue exploration by asking client permission to 
explore the “other side.”  Give some information on EFT 
splits and the importance of “balance” and discuss 
missing side of self for the client.  Ask for permission to 
develop metaphor and explore this missing side with 
the express goal of re-establishing dialogue with that 
side.    



Module 5: Emotional Focusing

• Intensive, and expressive form of emotional reflection
• Prolonged period of tracking internal experiences 

without explaining the situation or storytelling.
• May wish to prepare client, often by identifying an 

important marker.  Helps patient develop and 
understand emotional reactions.

• When client gets blocked, explore what’s blocking 
them (Keep emotion focusing on the stuck point)

• When client becomes flooded and stuck with multiple 
emotional problematic experiences, you may wish to 
move to Clearing the Space (Module 4)



EFT Modular Tasks #2
Task Marker Intervention

6.  Narrative Marker (internal pressure 
from difficult life events)

Trauma Retelling

7.  Meaning Protest – (Life events violates 
beliefs)

Meaning Work

8.  Problematic Reaction Point (puzzling 
over-reaction to a situation)

Systematic Evocative Unfolding

9.  Self-Evaluation Split Two-Chair Dialogue

10. Unfinished Business (lingering bad 
feelings)

Empty Chair Work
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Modules 5 & 6
Narrative Work:  Systematic Evocative Unfolding

• Often Combined with Emotional Focusing technique
(for Uncertain reactions to situations and trauma)

• Marker -- Choosing the Event:  Encourage patient to select an 
event or narrative which has unresolved feelings or meanings.  
(e.g., trauma, stress).

• Trauma Work:  Unfolding the narrative is essentially a form of 
imaginal exposure.  

• Self-Directed Healing Process:  Clinician Maintains a low activity 
level, especially at emotional points in narrative.

• Warm and Caring Relationship:  Clinician encourages patient to 
disclose within a warm and caring relationship. 

• Meating Protest (module 6):  Narratives when life events violate 
cherished beliefs (external event focused, then search for 
internal reactions)

• Encourage a Meaning-Making Process:  Encourage patient to 
continue building meaning bridges between emotions and the 
situation.
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Balance of Narrative and Emotion in 
Systematic Evocative Unfolding and Focusing

Meaning-
Making



Narratives generally move from

External    Internal   Meaning-Making

When this doesn’t happen, think about why that 
might be?  Is there a problem in the client’s 
narration?  
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Steps in Evocative Unfolding
1. Marker.  Client describes puzzling, unexpected personal reaction. (MARKER)
2. Experience re-evoked.  Client re-enters the scene and recalls and re-experiences 

the moment when reaction was triggered. (NARRATE and Accommodation)
3. Tracking the two sides.  Client recalls salient aspects of stimulus situation and 

explores own internal affective reaction to situation and own subjective construal 
of meaning of the situation. (EXPERIENCE DIALECTIC)

4. Meaning Bridge.  Client discovers link between problematic reaction and his or 
her own construal of stimulus situation. (BRIDGE)

5. Recognition and re-examination of self-schemes.  Client recognizes an example 
of a broader problematic aspect of own mode of functioning and explores 
alternate self-schemes and their consequences (i.e., INSIGHT and assimilation).

6. Consideration of New Options. Client gains new view of important aspects of 
own functioning and desired self changes and begins to feel empowered to make 
changes.  (ACTION)

From Elliott et al. p. 195 (excerpted from Table 10.1) with additions in parentheses by T. Anderson
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Resolving Ruptures in the Process of 
Narrative Work

• Specificity of Narrative.  Many clients will tell 
narratives that are difficult to open up (story 
and meaning are merged).
– Global vs. specific event narratives
– Where does the client inject emotion and draw 

conclusions (the “moral” of the story)
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Coherence (J. Singer et al.)
Examine traditional “story elements”
1. Setting the scene (characters, location)
2. Problem / Issue the story illustrates
3. Plot Development
4. Internal reactions of characters (self included?)
5. Actions from the internal reactions.
6. Resolution of Problem
7. Statement of Meaning / Moral
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Two Chair Dialogue:  Processing Self-Evaluation 
Split

1. Marker.  Client describes internal conflict, usually of one 
side is more critical.

2. Entry.  Clear expression of criticism, “shoulds” to empty 
chair

3. Collapse / Deepening.  Experiencer voice collapses and 
agrees with critic; identify underlying needs in response to 
Critic voice.

4. Emerging Shift.  Clear expression of needs to critic.
5. Softening.  Awareness of needs, Critic may show 

compassion.
6. Negotiation.  Find new ways to meet needs without harsh 

self criticism.  Appreciate importance of both sides.
(Greenberg Example  approx 15 min. into session)
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Locating the Split / Dialectic (Part 1)



Two Chair Dialogue: Leslie Greenberg (Part 2)



One Chair Work

• Marker:  Client expresses emotions, especially 
in relationships, often past relationships

• “Unfinished business” – unresolved 
unexpressed emotions.

• Often helps client grieve, especially when real 
relationship is no longer available

• Can be combined with role play work (more 
for preparation of planning an encounter, 
confrontation).



Conclusion: Clinical Case Discussion

Discuss your Cases and How EFT Will 
Benefit Your Patients?





Some Similarities of EFT Process Work 
with Other Techniques and Therapies

• Behavior Analysis
• Communication Analysis in Interpersonal 

Psychotherapy (IPT) Language in ACT 
• Alliance Rupture Resolution in Brief Relational Therapy 

(e.g., Withdrawal ruptures)
• Moment-to-Moment Mindful Engagement and 

Mindfulness
• CBT – Cognitive reframe; Socratic Questions (always 

another side to cognitions)
• Dialectcs:  Motivational Interviewing and Dialectical 

Behavior Therapy



Role Play Continued: Developing Internal 
Split

Therapist Goal:  Develop the Other Side of the Split.  
Continue exploration by asking client permission to 
explore the “other side.”  Give some information on EFT 
splits and the importance of “balance” and discuss 
missing side of self for the client.  Ask for permission to 
develop metaphor and explore this missing side with 
the express goal of re-establishing dialogue with that 
side.    
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