
Warmth, 
Acceptance, 
Understanding 
(WAU) & Empathy
FACILITATIVE INTERPERSONAL 
RELATIONSHIP SKILLS TRAINING



“Core Four”: Developmental Training
Fluency & 
Expression

• Develop intra- & interpersonal comfort with therapeutic communication
• Express this comfort using enhanced verbal fluency & emotional expression

Warmth & 
Empathy

• Gain a more accurate understanding of a client’s emotions & perceptions
• Share this understanding, using it as a foundation for providing healing responses

Hope & 
Persuasion

• Understand the importance of providing hope & speaking persuasively
• Utilize personalized messages of hope & persuasion to provide specific communications to clients

Alliance Bond 
& Rupture 

Repair

• Learn about the importance of the working relationship between client and therapist
• Attune to and engage in complex dialogues to repair and strengthen therapeutic relationships



Learning Objectives
1) Gain an understanding of a client’s 
emotions & perceptions
◦ Review research on empathy in therapy
◦ Discuss the importance of attuning to the 

therapist’s experience during therapy
◦ Conduct an activity to show how empathy 

affects therapeutic process

2) Learn ways to communicate about 
emotion, using it as a foundation for 
providing healing responses
◦ Discuss & practice ways of incorporating 

client and therapist perspectives in 
emotionally-focused communication



Impact of Warmth, Acceptance, 
Understanding (WAU) & Empathy
Clients attribute good outcomes to personal attributes of their therapist
◦ Described their therapist as “warm, attentive, interested, understanding, & respectful” 

(Strupp, Fox, & Lessler, 1969)

◦ Empathic understanding, affirmation of the patient, engaging with the client, focus on the 
patient’s problems, and directing the patient’s attention to affective experience (Orlinsky, 
Grave, & Parks, 1994)

Empathy directly linked to client outcome
◦ Meta-analysis of over 80 independent studies & 6,000 clients (Elliott et al., 2018)

◦ Significant relationship between empathy and outcome
◦ ~9-10% of the variance in outcomes accounted for by empathy



Warmth, Acceptance, and Understanding 
(WAU)
How the therapist conveys a relational message

Warmth
◦ DO: Express care & concern for the client
◦ DON’T: Speak in a cold, unaffected manner

Acceptance
◦ DO: Show openness towards the client, regardless of their feelings, beliefs, or actions
◦ DON’T: Have a judgmental/condescending attitude

Understanding
◦ DO: Make efforts to get an accurate understanding of the client’s experience
◦ DON’T: Jump to conclusions, show exasperation, induce guilt, or blame



Warmth, Acceptance and Understanding
How the therapist conveys a relational message



Using Countertransference
Countertransference: the feelings & 
impulses therapists experience in 
reaction to their clients
What am I feeling?
What do I think the patient is feeling?
How do I want to respond?
◦ How can I communicate in a way that 

connects our experiences?
◦ Using the relational space as a way to 

deepen your understanding of the 
client

◦ Remain open to the client’s experience 
(Safran, Muran, & Eubanks- Carter, 2011)



Warmth

Coldness “Gushiness”Optimal 
Warmth

► Express care & concern for the client
► Obstacles: emotionally distant, flat affect



Acceptance

Judgement DeferringOptimal 
Acceptance

► Show openness towards the client, regardless of their feelings, beliefs, 
or actions

► Obstacles: judgement/condescension, unacknowledged anxiety 



Understanding

Ignorance ArroganceOptimal 
Understanding

► Make efforts to get an accurate understanding of the client’s 
experience

► Obstacles: stance of expertise, preconceived ideas





Using Countertransference in WAU & 
Empathy
Countertransference: the feelings & 
impulses therapists experience in 
reaction to their clients

What am I feeling?

What do I think the patient is feeling?

How do I want to respond?
◦ How can I communicate in a way that 

connects our experiences?
◦ Using the relational space as a way to 

deepen your understanding of the 
client



Communicating with WAU: Jessica



Demonstrating WAU: Jessica
Initial reactions? Ways to incorporate WAU?

Describing Jessica’s perspective, ensuring you have an 
accurate understanding

◦ Showing an interest in hearing more
◦ Engaged posture, nodding, etc.

Meeting hostility with warmth
◦ Showing compassion in your response
◦ Appreciating and accepting Jessica’s difficult message
◦ A way to break out of typical patterns of hostility → counter-

hostility

Sharing your reactions
◦ Your own sadness, frustration, confusion, etc. may be a way 

to start to re-connect with Jessica

Other ways?



Nine Guidelines for Empathy & WAU

1. Focus attention on welfare, 
interests, and needs of others

2. Key into shared human values

3. Suspend, temporarily, your own 
judgments and critiques

4. Help the client to deepen their own 
understanding

5. Use reflections

6. Listen to the target

7. Use self-disclosure as appropriate

8. Maintain proper interpersonal 
distance from your client’s 
subjective world

9. Practice!



Guideline 1: Focus on Others 
Focus attention on welfare, interests, and needs of others
◦ Subject of empathy
◦ Empathize with the person about something, such as:

◦ Welfare: promotion of happiness
◦ Interests: seriously held desires, goals, and life plans
◦ Needs: food, clothing, shelter, love, etc.

◦ Targeted empathy is often more accurate and helpful than trying to make 
sweeping, global empathic statements

Don’t forget to consider your own needs and perceptions in this process



Guideline 2: Shared Values
Key into shared human values & experiences
◦ We may have gone through similar situations as our clients

◦ Ex. the hardship of losing a loved one
◦ Parent? Child? Pet?

◦ Tap into your own similar feelings as a source of empathy

Self-disclosure may be helpful
◦ Bridging a connection
◦ Making therapy (and the therapist) feel more genuine
◦ Sharing vulnerability
◦ May NOT be appropriate for all situations

◦ Avoid monopolizing or detracting from the client’s experience with excessive self-disclosure
◦ Use good judgment



Guideline 3: Suspend Judgment
Suspend, temporarily, your own considered 
judgments and critiques
◦ Know yourself

◦ Understand your own morals, values, and biases to the best we’re 
able

◦ Having limits is okay

Be mindful of impulse to direct or fix the 
problem
◦ You are still learning about the client

◦ Let them talk and let them know you’re there

◦ Don’t jump into solutions without having a complete 
picture



Guideline 4: Deepen Self-understanding
Help the client to deepen their own understanding
◦ Do not ask yourself “is this right?”
◦ Ask yourself “what does it mean?”

Help your client reflect on their own experiences
◦ Facilitate the narrative

◦ “What do you mean when you said ______?”
◦ “Can you tell me more about how you felt when _______?”

◦ The process of empathy can help both you and your client get a better sense of who your 
client is



Guideline 5: Reflect
Use reflection
◦ Paraphrasing your understanding of their emotional experience
◦ Cutting to the emotional “heart” of a client’s communication

◦ Ex. “It sounds like that was really frustrating for you.”
◦ Ex. “I can hear the disappointment in your voice as you’re talking.”

Reflections are tentative and should welcome correction
◦ It’s okay to ask a client if your reflection or understanding is accurate
◦ Corrections are a chance to get a better sense of what’s going on



Guideline 6: Listen
Listen to the target
◦ Reflecting is helpful, parroting is hurtful

◦ With greater understanding, you may be able to extend your reflections into more complex communications that:
◦ Link current and past events
◦ Explore what’s happening right now in the therapy space
◦ Share your own feelings and reactions

Help clarify and summarize by listening to the specific words the client uses
◦ Appropriately using the client’s language can be an excellent way to better understand their 

worldview
◦ Ask your clients about the meaning of unknown words, phrases, experiences, etc.

◦ These may be important later



Guideline 7: Self-disclosure
Use self-disclosure as appropriate

When is it appropriate? What purpose does it serve?
◦ Instillation of hope in the client

◦ People have survived similar situations

◦ Normalizing
◦ Letting the client know they are not alone

When is it not appropriate?
◦ Don’t let it drag on

◦ You’re not the one receiving therapy

◦ When it is telling the client how they should feel
◦ The way you say it is important!



Guideline 8: Distance
Maintain proper interpersonal distance from your client’s subjective world
◦ “Perceive the internal frame of reference of another with accuracy and with the emotional 

components and meanings which pertain thereto as if one were the person, but without ever 
losing the ‘as if’ conditions” – Carl Rogers

Understand the client without becoming the client
◦ Therapy offers clients a unique, new perspective on their concerns

◦ We lose this perspective if we become too deeply enmeshed

◦ Over-identification with a client can lead to playing into harmful enactments
◦ Re-living unhelpful interpersonal patterns

Be aware of your own countertransference
◦ Sharing your reactions may serve as a powerful, corrective intervention



Guideline 9: Practice
Practice WAU & empathy
◦ Being caring is not only a 

therapy skill
◦ Family
◦ Friends
◦ Coworkers
◦ Classmates

Empathy exists in all close 
relationships
◦ Experience in one domain 

can translate into others



Deliberate Practice Activity 1: Using Self-
reflection to Build WAU & Empathy
Goals

◦ Increase ability to attune to internal reactions “in the moment”
◦ Learn to utilize your own reactions to express WAU & connect with clients

Directions
◦ Directions for “clients”

◦ Read (to yourself) the prompt
◦ Share your concern with the “therapist”

◦ Directions for “therapists”
◦ Respond with a warm, accepting understanding of the “client” based on the information shared
◦ Attend to your internal reactions as a source of info

◦ If appropriate, use your reactions in some of your responses
◦ Directions for dyad

◦ After role playing, notice & discuss with your partner how you felt throughout the process



Deliberate Practice Activity 1: Prompts
Client #1
◦ Your prompt: You feel sad and disengaged from others most of the 

time.  You feel like you aren’t able to connect with people who are 
close to you.

Client #2
◦ Your prompt: You feel as though other people see you as harsh and 

cold even though you try to be friendly and welcoming.  As a 
result, you’re left feeling both a longing for more close 
relationships and a bitterness against others.



What is Empathy?
Resonating with what is going on in the 
subjective world of another

◦ Thoughts and emotions

Feeling as if you were living it
◦ Without losing the “as if”
◦ Carl Rogers: “walking within”
◦ Necessary for compassion

Complex, interactional process with 3 
main components (MacFarland et al., 2015):
◦ 1 – therapist attunes to client’s 

experience
◦ 2 – therapist communication
◦ 3 – client receives the communication



How to Demonstrate Accurate Empathy
Hearing the client
◦ Genuine, gentle curiosity
◦ Reflecting and summarizing

◦ Checking your understanding

Cultural competence
◦ Minimal assumption
◦ Inductive approach

Understanding expertise in the relationship
◦ You = psychotherapy
◦ Client = their own experience



Ways to Decipher Client’s Experience
Listen to content
◦ Literal meaning of words being said

Observe the process
◦ HOW the message is delivered
◦ What is being communicated nonverbally

Communicate an understanding
◦ Not always sending the same message

◦ Amplify
◦ Gently question
◦ Extend or ask for more
◦ Connect with other aspects of therapy process, client’s experience, etc.
◦ Share how it impacts you

◦ Ask for feedback from your clients



Non-verbal Cues

Tone of voice

Posture

Facial expressions
Gestures

Eye contact



Deliberate Practice Activity 2: Content & 
Process
Goals

◦ Increase ability to attune to multiple sources of important data
◦ Learn to utilize your own observations in expressing empathy

Directions
◦ Directions for “clients”

◦ Read (to yourself) the prompt
◦ Share your problem with the “therapist”

◦ Directions for “therapists”
◦ Respond with an empathic understanding of the “client” based on the information shared

◦ Use both verbal and nonverbal info
◦ Try to also access your internal reactions as a source of info

◦ Directions for dyad
◦ After role playing, notice & discuss with your partner how you felt throughout the process



Deliberate Practice Activity 2: Prompts
Client #1
◦ Your problem: You feel like you bottle negative feelings too often, leaving you 

feeling drained and burdened by challenging emotions.
◦ How to act: Share your problem while appearing tense and frustrated (e.g., 

rigid body posture, clenched fists, clenched jaw, etc.).

Client #2
◦ Your problem: You experience anxiety when speaking with others.
◦ How to act: Share your problem while appearing highly closed off (e.g., say 

very few words, pause for extended periods, make little to no eye contact, 
cross your arms, etc.).



Applying Empathy: Sean



Applying Empathy: Sean
Initial reactions? Ways to incorporate empathy?
May want to share your own feelings of disappointment 
about the situation

◦ This could correspond with Sean’s feelings
◦ Apologizing for therapist’s role in a miscommunication about 

getting a job

Requesting more information
◦ About the situation, Sean’s reactions, etc.
◦ We want to avoid falling into an advice trap based on only a 

partial understanding of what went on

Helping Sean get a better sense of his own experience
◦ Soliciting more about Sean’s view of the problem (and possible 

solutions) may be important
◦ May help him to rely more on himself (instead of others) for 

direction

Other ways?



Compassion Fatigue
Being empathic takes conscious effort and energy, even for empathic people
◦ Understand your own needs and limits & plan accordingly

◦ Frequent self-assessment can help
◦ Self-care

Therapists experiencing burnout have poorer outcomes (Delgadillo et al., 2018)

Compassion fatigue across professions
◦ Nurses
◦ Journalists during disasters
◦ Law enforcement and rescue workers
◦ Lawyers
◦ Caregivers



Self-Care
To help others, we often need to help 
ourselves
◦ Ex. oxygen masks in an airplane

If you can’t take care of yourself
◦ Do it anyway

If you really, really can’t
◦ Be aware of how it’s affecting you
◦ Try to reduce your workload
◦ Think preventatively about upcoming stressors

◦ Act before you need to react
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