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Empty-Chair Work for Unfinished Interpersonal Issues* 
*(Taken and altered from Elliott, R.., Watson, J. C., Goldman, R. N., & Greenberg, L. S. [2004].  

Learning Emotion-Focused Therapy: The Process-Experiential Approach to Change.  
Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.) 

 

1. Empty-chair work is based on the principle that important unmet needs do not fully recede 
from awareness; when specific emotion schemes associated with significant others are 
triggered, the participant re-experiences unresolved emotional reactions; empty-chair is a 
means of encountering the unfinished business/situation in imagination via acting it out; to 
the extent that one does not become aware of important implicit feelings, unmet needs, or 
acceptance or understanding of the significant other, the unfinished quality of that 
relationship will continue to intrude, often unconsciously, on current functioning, especially 
in relationships. 

 
2. Clinical Indication for Unfinished Business 

a. The empty-chair task is used for two types of unfinished business: (a) neglect or 
abandonment and (b) abuse or trauma. 

b. In both types, the representation of the other in the chair serves a function that is integral 
to the resolution of the dialogue; the resolutions take somewhat different forms. 

c. Focus on the first type of unfinished business involves feelings about neglect or 
abandonment by a significant other who has been developmentally important; neglect or 
abandonment unfinished business may also emerge in the context of current important 
relationships, including current partners, bosses, or authority figures; unfinished business 
from current relationships is often symbolically related to past unfinished business. 

d. The second type of unfinished business is abuse or interpersonal trauma; the perpetrator 
can be a friend, lover, or caregiver, and the person can have been exposed to a single 
traumatic event or repeated victimization over several years by the perpetrator  

e. The model described here does not apply to traumatic situations involving strangers, such 
as criminal victimization by a stranger or combat trauma; in some trauma-related cases, 
unfinished business dialogue is contraindicated. Specifically, when there is a risk of re-
traumatization, self-mutilation behavior, suicidality, or extreme aggressive behavior, this 
highly evocative method is not advised; when the participant is already at a high level of 
arousal, it is best to use empathy or less evocative tasks such as meaning creation—TLT 
experience suggests that expressed constructive anger in a physicalized form such as 
“pounding” can be effective in bringing resolution through a sense of empowerment and 
agency; empty-chair may be used after empowerment is established. 

 
3. Participant’s & Coach/Primary’s Processes (what happens) in Empty-Chair Work (see 

summary chart on last page) 
 

a. Like two-chair dialogue, empty-chair work relies on a relational stance of genuine 
empathic prizing, often communicated through the coach’s gentle, caring tone of voice; 
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resolution of unfinished business may take a good deal of time with some side treks into 
stuck points and self-interruptive tasks and going over the same material more than once.  

b. The Summary Table at the end specifies the steps and stages of task resolution and 
facilitative Primary responses. 

 
4. STAGE 1: MARKER CONFIRMATION  

 
a. The key features of a marker of unfinished business are as follows: (a) the Participant has 

lingering, unresolved feelings such as hurt and resentment, (b) the feelings are related to 
another person who has been significant in the participant’s life, (c) the feelings are being 
currently experienced, and (d) there are signs that the expression of these feelings is 
currently being interrupted or restricted. 

b. An example is never being allowed to be an individual as a child and denying feeling 
resentment but may express mild sadness; affect is restricted in expression, but there may 
be resignation and hopelessness or blame and complaint which may be secondary 
reactive emotions: e.g., “My father and I are just not close. We never were. He always 
told me I would amount to nothing. I have nothing to say to him now.” or “My father 
always criticized and put me down. I could not stand it. At the time, I just accepted it, but 
now I feel very resentful.”—the resentment may be expressed but with a constricted 
quality.  

c. Less direct examples to watch for include: longing or complaining when talking about an 
ex-spouse and tearing up when talking about a deceased parent; when talking about a 
current relationship that is particularly difficult, because feelings from past relationships 
are being triggered and the participant is in pain: e.g., “When he [husband] yells or slams 
cupboards, I get this sinking feeling, and it reminds me of how my mother was when she 
took temper tantrums.” 

d. Often best to begin the dialogue by putting the current other in the chair, because this 
person is most salient for the participant. If the significant others from the past emerges 
strongly in the dialogue, then propose a switch. Alternatively, might ask the participant at 
the beginning of the dialogue which person is most salient at the present time. 

e. Markers for trauma- or abuse-related unfinished business share the same components as 
those stated above; the relationship or trauma is also "unfinished" in the sense that 
intrusive memories continue to interrupt functioning. However, trauma-based unfinished 
business is typically more intense (strong current life difficulties and more unwanted 
memories, emotional pain, and fragility). Participants with this type of unfinished 
business are often ambivalent about whether or not they want to return to the source of 
the trauma. On the one hand, there is an attempt to rid themselves of the intrusive 
memories, but on the other, there is significant pain that threatens to re-traumatize. As a 
result, the empty-chair work should be suggested only after safety and trust are secured 
and when participant feel ready to face a representation of their abusers.  

f. Markers of unfinished business may also be embedded within other tasks, particularly 
two-chair work. One can see unfinished business as being a more fundamental, 
attachment-related source of problems. For example, as the critic in a two-chair dialogue, 
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a participant may be dismissive, which may trigger specific memories of being dismissed 
by one's mother, along with associated feelings of shame and anger that were never 
expressed or processed. Alternatively, in two-chair work, a participant might warn 
him/herself against risk taking, a position that may have developed in an earlier 
relationship. Because the earlier relationship is the source of the injunction against risk 
taking, it then comes into focus as unfinished business. This does not, however, mean that 
one always has to "dig for" unfinished business in all conflicts. Two-chair work often is 
sufficient on its own. 

g. When markers arise in the context of working through other tasks, the Primary is faced 
with a choice of whether to continue the current task or switch over to another, perhaps 
more central task. At that moment, the Primary, in consultation with the participant, must 
judge what is most meaningful based on previous knowledge of the participant and a 
sense of the present moment. For example, in two-chair dialogue, if the critic has a strong 
flavor of the character of a significant other, the Primary might ask the participant, "Does 
the critic remind you of anyone?" If the Participant answers, "Yes, it's just like my 
mother," the Primary may suggest that the participant be the mother and switch into 
empty-chair work. However, this decision should be taken only if the critic dialogue has 
gotten stuck and the interrupted, unresolved emotions are key (rather than simply 
representing the internalization of the criticism). If this is the case, then the unfinished 
business is more fundamental. Alternatively, when resolution or partial resolution has 
been reached with unfinished business, the focus may need to switch to self-criticism, as 
the participant now has to take ownership for how he/she has internalized the parent and 
must begin to work out the conflict within the self.  

h. If the Primary decides to propose altering the direction of the dialogue, it is best to meta-
communicate with the participant about the process.  
 
Example: 

Participant (enacting boss in other chair): What you have to say is not important, (sweeping 
arm motion of wiping away or dismissing). You are a nothing. 

 
Primary: OK, change. Come back to this chair. (Participant changes chairs.) How does that 

make you feel when he sweeps you away like that? 
 
Participant: I just feel so dismissed, (shoulders hunching over and beginning to cry) It reminds 

me of the way my mother used to talk to me. 
 
Primary (gently): Yeah, it really hurts, and it reminds you of how your mother used to dismiss 

you, just sweep you away, (pause) It sounds like you have unfinished feelings toward 
your mother about how she hurt you. [Experiential Formulation] Why don't we bring 
her in here (pointing to other chair), and you can tell her what that was like for you? 
How does that sound to you? Are you willing to try? [Task Structuring]. 
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5. STAGE 2: SETTING UP AND STARTING EMPTY-CHAIR WORK 
 
a. Important that participants set the pace for empty-chair work. If the participant refuses to 

engage in the dialogue, do not be surprised and immediately validate the fear. Can 
suggest that may want to return to the unfinished business later but communicates that 
he/she controls the direction and pace of work. When the idea of expressing feelings to 
the other is reintroduced, a graded approach to contact with the other can be followed. 
For example, it may be best not to use the chair; instead, can address the role player. 
After that, may feel comfortable with the empty-chair positioned away or even with 
placing the symbolic representation of the other outside the room or in the wastebasket. 
Another possibility is for to work first on related unfinished business, often with the 
person who failed to provide protection from the abusive other. 

b. Once begins talking about feelings toward the other, validate and explore feelings and 
began to move toward setting up a dialogue. At this point, determine who is to be in the 
other chair. When unfinished business is about two others like both parents, there are a 
number of ways to set up the dialogue. One method is to ask about whom he/she feels the 
strongest feeling. Another is to begin by putting both parents in the chair; in the working 
through of the dialogue, one parent generally emerges as more figural than the other. 
 

  Example: 
 

Participant: Yeah, I guess that is just the way my parents were, (crying) 
Yeah, there is sadness. 

 
Primary (gently): You feel you really missed something. 
 
Participant: Yeah, a lot of years of pent-up feelings. It is so hard for me to understand 

why I put so much energy into not being myself. 
 
Primary: You sort of wonder, "How come I never felt comfortable just being me?" 

(Pause) Sounds like you have a lot of feelings toward your parents. When you 
think of being stifled, which one of your parents comes up for you, when you 
feel restricted, held back? 

 
Participant: Well, my father was working, and my mother was as well, but I remember I 

used to come home from school to take care of my brothers, and (crying) I 
just remember having an awful lot of responsibility. I was like the provider. 
I had to be there for them, and take care of the house, and make the meals. 

 
Primary: It was just expected that you would take a lot of the responsibility. Who did you 

feel this expectation coming from the most? 
 
Participant: My mother. 
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Primary: Yeah, so why don't we try having you speak to your mother in the other chair 
and tell her about your feelings about those expectations, tell her what it was 
like for you? Do you want to try that? 

 
Participant: OK.  

 
c. Obtain the participant's consent when introducing empty-chair work. Helpful to provide 

additional process guiding responses at this juncture, including experiential formulation 
("It sounds like you have a lot of anger and sadness about your mother"), task structuring 
("Perhaps we could try something that will give you an opportunity to express some of 
those feelings"), or experiential teaching ("Being able to express unresolved feelings to 
an important person in therapy where it's safe can help resolve them"). 
 

d. Responding to Difficulties in the Initial Facilitation of Empty-chair Work 
 

i. Participants may express hesitation over engaging in empty-chair work. "Talking 
back" to one's parents is often seen as culturally taboo ("Honor thy father and 
mother."), especially traditional cultures (African, Asian, Hispanic). May feel 
expressing critical feelings out loud is disrespectful. Such expressions may violate 
what they have been taught or how they were disciplined as children. Important to 
validate the participant's concerns, explore related issues, and that it is optional to 
engage in the dialogue. On the other hand, can remind them that the dialogue is not 
actually real and that the chair work provides an opportunity for expression and 
reprocessing but does not require action in the real world. Might remind the 
participant that they must live with these feelings and that it is important to let go of 
them or forgive the parent, as the resentful feelings are present already. 

ii. Participants are sometimes concerned about the powerful intensity of the exercise. 
For example, speaking about his father, who died when he was 6 years old, "I have 
had countless conversation with him in my head. I have written about him, but just 
the suggestion of bringing him here, even in imagination ... I wouldn't dream of it." 
Important to acknowledge the power of the evocative technique and to allow setting 
his/her own pace. Emphasize participants control the pace—particularly important 
with fragile participants. May spend considerable time talking about the idea of 
engaging in empty-chair work and return to it when feels ready. Participants also 
sometimes object to participating in the dialogue because they resigned themselves 
long ago to the status quo.  
 
Example: 

 
Participant: I have said all I need to say. My father (or mother) is never going to change. 

I have accepted that. 
 

Primary: I guess you just feel you have given up, having been so frustrated. You do have 
very strong feelings, though, and this dialogue may help you to express some of 
those feelings and move forward in your life. 

 



6	
	

iii. Participants are sometimes confused between current and past issues, between a 
current ongoing conflict with a SO and unfinished business from the past. Make clear 
that empty-chair work is in reference to a past relationship that may be fueling a 
current conflict. Resolution of the old conflict may help relieve the current one. If 
having difficulty responding to the other from the past, can ask the participant to 
speak to the other as a "former self such as the "6-year-old boy." 

iv. Beginner Coaches may have difficulty with the initial introduction of the dialogue. 
Hear markers but hesitate to act on them for fear of looking stupid or 
angering/alienating Participants. Some worry that their participant may feel 
misunderstood or abandoned. Contrary, participants do not feel abandoned. Instead, 
they are more likely to feel cared for and that you are working with them on their 
problems. It is helpful to provide experiential teaching in the form of an anxiety-
reducing, reassuring comment such as "Many people find it helpful to express these 
feelings, and they feel better afterwards. It seems to help them come to terms with the 
troubled relationship." Such comments prevent feeling they are walking into an abyss 
without an end in sight. It provides a forward-looking, hopeful end to the dialogue 
and reassures them that the expression of painful emotion can lead them to desired 
outcomes. 

v. Participants appreciate the opportunity to express their feelings freely, not directly to 
the Primary, but rather to the person with whom they have the problematic issues. It 
is important to keep in mind that participants do experience strong relief when they 
resolve unfinished business and that, with adequate support and understanding, even 
partial expression of previously blocked emotions can be quite relieving. May want to 
keep in mind that continued use of validation and support is essential and will reduce 
feelings of abandonment. Found that communication of a strong sense of conviction 
about the utility of this method of working and a clear and confident explanation and 
rationale of the process will greatly increase the chances of willingness to engage. 

vi. Participants often wonder why they feel the way they do. Although intellectual 
understanding advances knowledge and increases sense of control, in this context it 
does not bring emotional clarity or alter the relationship in any significant manner. In 
unfinished business, a person is stuck in a particular habitual form of negative 
responding related to disallowing important primary emotions and associated unmet 
needs; this negative responding continues to affect current functioning and 
interpersonal relationships. Bypasses an analytic exploration of "why" and move to an 
exploration of the complex of emotional responses that govern this form of 
responding. Example: 

 
Participant: I don't know why she gets under my skin so much, there is just something 

about her voice and the way she is. 
 

Primary: So somehow, this all puzzles you. It sounds like you have some strong feelings 
toward her. Can you actually imagine her over there? Put her there and tell her 
how angry she makes you feel. 

 
vii. Validates the query but focuses on underlying feelings toward the other. 
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e. Evoking the Presence of the Significant Other 
 
i. Once agree to participate in the dialogue, helped evoke the image of the other in the 

chair. Example: 
 

Primary: (brings chair to face Participant) OK, can you actually see your mother over 
there? What is her expression? 

 
Participant: Yeah, I can see her. She kind of looks disapproving. 

 
ii. Ensure making contact with the imagined other. Contact is the term meaning that the 

person is currently experiencing the real or imagined presence of someone or 
something in a direct and immediate way. The emotion scheme of the other is evoked, 
and associated emotion processes are activated. If contact is not made, the dialogue is 
likely to lose steam and stall. Methods designed to encourage contact at this stage 
include asking to describe what the other is wearing or to read the expression on the 
other's face and respond to it. Might say, "What is the look on his face right now? 
What do you feel when you look at him?" Questions such as these will evoke the self-
other construction and prompt an emotional response. When conjure up the other, the 
person is often depicted as symbolically performing the behavior or action that the 
participant has recently described or to which they object. If the other was described 
as disapproving, the imagined other may have a stem, judgmental look on his or her 
face. If described the other as neglectful, the imagined other may be turning away in 
the chair. Example: 

 
Participant: Her head is turned away from me. 
 
Primary: So she is ignoring you right now. How does that make you feel? Can you tell 

her what that is like for you? 
 

iii. May describe the other in one way and the polar opposite behavior manifests in the 
other's chair. Not uncommon to be complaining about the negative qualities of the 
other, but when he/she imagines the other in the chair, positive, loving feelings come 
out. Follow whatever response of the imagined other emerges and encourage the 
participant to respond to that action or behavior. With careful and attuned tracking 
and reflecting, all relevant feelings toward the other will eventually emerge. 

iv. Sometimes a difficulty arises, stating, "Well, I'm not quite sure how my mom (or dad) 
would actually be or what they'd say in this situation." This may be the result of 
confusion or ambivalence about engaging in the dialogue, including fear of 
expressing feelings to the other in reality. Emphasize that the dialogue is simply an 
opportunity for the Participant to explore and reprocess the relationship for 
him/herself without implications for action in the real world. Reassure that he/she 
does not have to repeat to the parent what is said in the dialogue. Example: 
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Primary: If your mom were actually here, she might say something entirely different. But 
it's your feelings that we want to explore, and your image of her. As you see 
her over there, what do you imagine she might do that would capture your 
sense of how she ignored you? 

 
v. Throughout the dialogue, need to focus on facilitating enactment of the other in that 

chair and encouraging the exploration and expression of the participant's concrete 
experience and emotions in response. The dialogue cannot occur at an abstract, 
intellectual level. When the dialogue does not seem to be moving forward, need to 
evaluate whether contact is occurring and whether the emotions are activated. Can be 
very useful for the participant to enact the negative other. A common mistake is to 
allow a debate or argument to evolve where the Participant says, "You weren't there," 
and the parent responds, "I was," and the dialogue stops short amidst contradictory 
claims. Alternatively, a common scenario is that the participant, unable to express 
resentment more directly, asks "Why weren't you there for me?" and the parent 
answers by providing factual information. Can then ask what it feels like to hear all 
these excuses. The purpose of enacting the negative other is to evoke the unresolved 
feelings so they can be explored and restructured. 
 

6. STAGE 3: DIFFERENTIATING MEANING & EXPRESSING PRIMARY EMOTIONS 
 
a. Once dialogue with the other has been set up, started and in psychological contact with 

the other, the next step is to maintain this contact while differentiating meaning and 
expressing primary feelings toward the other such as sadness and anger. Initial responses 
to the other are often global and external or focus on secondary emotional reactions. 
Once the experience of the other is sufficiently evoked, the goal is to move beyond these 
initial responses into differentiating underlying meanings and feelings and encouraging 
the expression of primary emotional states. Complaint can always be differentiated into 
its more fundamental components—anger and sadness. Example: 

 
Primary: Uh-huh. She looks disapproving. What do you feel when you see her looking 

disapproving? 
 
Participant: I feel afraid, urn, afraid I am going to let her down. I didn't want to do all 

those things she asked. 
 
Primary: Tell your mother what it was like for you to have all those expectations on you, 

to clean the house, take care of your brothers. 
 
Participant: You expected too much from me, you always put what you believed was 

right for me in my mind, you made me believe that there was no time for 
socializing with friends. 

 
Primary: Can you tell her what you felt? 
 
Participant: I felt trapped, and scared I wouldn't do it right. It was awful 
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b. Beginning to help differentiate experience of what occurred. Without proper guidance, 

participants often do not directly address the other but instead talk about their experience 
of the other to the Primary by telling stories about the other or describing a series of 
injustices committed against them. Sometimes, simply throw accusations at the other. 
Need to encourage to draw on their own experiences of the other and to express feelings 
directly to the other. Example: responding to a participant who was resentful of her 
mother for failing to prevent the abuse she had suffered from her alcoholic father. 

 
Participant: You were so selfish! You were never home, you just left us all alone to deal 

with Dad's drunken rages. And I had to be there to pick up the pieces. 
Literally, pick up the pieces when he started to throw things, 1 remember 
vases flying, plates, you name it. 

 
Primary: Yeah, that must have been really hard for you. Sounds scary too. (Pause) Can 

you tell her what that was like for you? 
 
Participant: Well, I hated it. 1 can't believe you just left me there! 
 
Primary: Yeah, "I was so scared." (Pause) "I'm angry at you for leaving me." 

 
c. Initial response to the inquiry into the participant's experience of her mother is still 

externalized. Objectifies her own experience by saying "I hated it" and expresses 
accusatory disbelief about her mother's behavior. Thus, focus is outside of her own 
experience, and she speaks from a less powerful position than her mother. When this 
occurs, Primaries should try to empower by reflecting back and validating their 
experience and encouraging them to speak in the first person, using "I" language. 
Example: 

 
Participant: I can't believe you were so mean and hurtful. 
 
Primary: Can you say, "I hurt"? 

 
d. Facilitating Enactment of the Negative Other 

 
i. In the early stages, help the participant enact the other. Typically, the other is cast as 

negative and as performing the behaviors that caused difficult emotions. The goal at 
this point is to help fully express and elaborate the characteristics of the other, 
triggering the emergence of emotional experiencing.  

Example: 

Primary encourages her to draw upon her internal representation of her mother and 
facilitates the expression of the negative other: 

 
Primary: OK, change, come over here and be your mother. What do you say in response? 
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Participant (as mother): I'm busy, I have a lot on my plate. I don't need you bothering 

me. (waving finger in lecturing manner) Just do what you are told! Take 
care of your brothers. And don't associate with those people, those friends of 
yours. It's much better for you to come home after school instead of hanging 
out with those bad seeds. 

 
Primary: Uh huh. So as your mother, you are shutting her down, you are chastising her 

and dismissing her concerns. Are you aware of your hand; what does it say? 
 
Participant (practicing hand wave again): Yeah, I guess it says, "I am right and you are 

wrong, and just do as you are told." 
 

ii. It may feel to the Primary that causing unnecessary pain, it is essential at this step to 
capture the character of the other. The enactment of the negative other carries in it the 
participant's experience of the other and therefore must be directly expressed from the 
other chair. It is common for to take on the tone of voice or physical mannerisms of 
the other as originally experienced. Notice and observe the mannerisms and 
encourage emotional awareness and expression of them. If become self-conscious in 
response, reiterate that their intention is not to make them uncomfortable, but rather 
to heighten emotional awareness. The goal is to activate the associated negative 
emotional responses that continue to derail the participant in everyday life. 

iii. Sometimes the other first appears as positive but slowly emerges in a negative form. 
For example, a parent may have been benevolently controlling or suffocating, stating, 
"I just wanted the best for you." It may be difficult to access negative feelings without 
feeling strong guilt. Thus, first captures the quality of the other, noticing and 
validating the positive aspect of the parent, but also encouraging exploration of the 
full implications of the parent's position and behavior.  
Example: Might respond with an experiential formulation doing extra work to explore 
the positive and negative aspects of the parent's behavior and to allow for mixed 
feelings of guilt and anger or sadness, sometimes using empathic conjectures. Then, 
when primary emotion and experience do emerge, the Primary is quick to support and 
encourage their expression: 

 
Primary: I guess you see that your mother really did want what was best for you. And on 

the one hand, you knew she really loved you and that was important to you, but, 
somehow, that also made it difficult for you. (Pause) You ended up feeling 
stifled and suffocated and unable to say what you really wanted for fear of 
disappointing her. Does that fit? 

 
e. Exploring Meaning 

 
i. To help explore and differentiate the meaning of their experiences in this important 

relationship, use both empathic attunement of presently felt, subjective experience 
and empathic exploration responses, including exploratory questions, evocative and 
exploratory reflections, empathic conjectures, process observations, and fit questions.  
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Example:  
 

Dialogue with Participant responding to her mother illustrates the use of process 
suggestions: 

 
Participant: I am not going to just do as I am told. You never listen to me! (Crying) 
 
Primary (gently): Tell her what you missed, what you would have liked. 
 
Participant: I wanted to hear that you loved me. I was lonely, confused, always trying to 

please you, but you never expressed your love. 
 
Primary: Yeah, you felt so hurt, she never expressed her love, never told you how much 

you meant to her. Tell her. 
 

ii. In the above example, the Primary helps the participant articulate exactly what she 
missed as well as to express her needs directly to her mother. When the participant 
cries out plaintively to her mother, "You never listen to me!" the Primary hears an 
embedded need and helps her symbolize and articulate it. Differentiation of meaning 
generally involves elaborating of idiosyncratic experience in this manner, helping 
explore own particular pain.  
 
Example:  
 

Different Participant, whose mother committed suicide when he was 12: 
 

Participant: There are certain times in my life when I really would have liked you to be 
around. 

 
Primary: Tell her what you wanted her around for. What you wanted. 

What you missed. 
 
Participant: I miss not being able to come home at Christmas. I miss... 
 
Primary: I miss a home. 
 
Participant: I miss having something to belong to. (Pause) I have another whole family 

now, aunts, uncles that I'm always trying to explain things to. It's impossibly 
complicated. 

 
Primary: Sounds like, "I miss your support in all of this." 
 
Participant: Yeah. 
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f. Encouraging Expression of Primary Emotions 
 
i. Another goal is to help differentiate secondary reactions such as hopelessness, 

complaint, resentment, or similar bad feelings from primary emotions such as 
sadness, anger, fear, and shame. Pure expressions of both primary sadness and anger 
are necessary, and these two emotional states must be symbolized and expressed 
separately. Accurately assess and stay attuned to emotional states. Must follow 
participants through their emergent emotions, giving each their full expression. To do 
this, Primaries must be able to recognize and discern secondary emotions from 
primary underlying emotions; Primaries make use of the various types of information, 
including close empathic attunement, nonverbal cues, knowledge of the 
characteristics of specific emotions, and knowledge of the participant's history and 
emotional styles. 

ii. Typical secondary emotions expressed in empty-chair work include hopelessness, 
resignation, depression, and anxiety. These emotions are often expressed externally 
and carry a blaming tone. Acknowledge and help participants work through 
secondary emotions but maintain the aim of encouraging the "pure" expression of 
primary emotion. Secondary and primary emotions are often first experienced and 
expressed as jumbled and mixed together. For example, complaint will be fused with 
anger and sadness, and participants will report feeling "sad and angry . . . kind of 
confused." In cases of abuse, combinations of maladaptive fear, shame, and disgust 
have first to be accessed, validated, and reprocessed to the point where the ready to 
access primary anger and sadness. 

iii. Participants have individual emotional styles and different ways of presenting and 
moving through feelings. Some move through emotional states rather quickly. Others 
experience emotions in a more disconnected manner, having a difficult time accessing 
one emotional state, such as sadness, once they have fully expressed anger. Still 
others, when asked to focus on one particular feeling such as anger, quickly slide into 
feeling sad. Must form an understanding of their particular emotional styles and help 
them acknowledge all relevant emotions with the ultimate goal of separating, 
differentiating, and expressing sadness, anger, and any other primary emotions that 
are involved. It is referred to as engaged in contact work, staying with the 
participant's experience on a moment-by-moment basis until all of the feelings 
emerge. 
 
Example:  
 

Dialogue with an annihilating mother: 
 

Participant (as mother): I will just sweep you away. You are a nothing. 
When you talk, I do not listen. What you say is stupid and worthless. Just be 
quiet and stay over there in the corner! 

 
Primary: OK, come over here (pointing to self-chair). (Participant moves to self-chair.) 

What do you feel when she sweeps you away like that? 
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Participant (shoulders hunched): 1 just feel frozen, like numb, kind of defeated, like, 
"What is the point?" 

 
Primary: Uh-huh, hopeless. Can you stay with that feeling? What's that like inside your 

body? In your chest… 
 
 
Participant: Well, it kind of feels bad. Sort of like a tight, wound-up ball, 

(Pause) kind of frustrated, sad, and annoyed all at once. 
 
Primary: Uh-huh, like angry and sad altogether. And what do you feel most in touch with 

right now? 
 
Participant: Uh, I really feel hurt. It feels painful, like I have been punched in the gut. 
 
Primary: Uh, so you really hurt. Tell your mother how much you hurt. 

 
iv. In this dialogue, see how by attending to and staying with the bodily feeling, the 

secondary hopelessness differentiates into more primary feelings of hurt and pain. 
Now can work with the participant to fully explore her sadness and express it. 

v. Working with sadness involves the engagement of empathic attunement and prizing, 
following their pain, and helping them to symbolize formless experiencing. This 
means just being curious about the sadness and expressing caring and offering 
empathic validation, thereby giving permission for its full expression. Primaries may 
find themselves saying something like, "Sounds like you have a lot of pain about this, 
and it is very important to tell your mother about it." Other times, particularly with 
grief work, must simply provide empathic prizing, '"hearing people through their 
pain", and allow room for Participants to feel sad before they even express it.  
Example: Lost his mother at the age of 12 and got in touch with his sadness, the 
Primary merely sat with the Participant, adding nods and "yeahs," and at times saying 
things like: 

 
Primary: Just let the tears come, there is a well of sadness there, a lot of pain. 

 
Eventually, when the participant had had the opportunity to fully experience and allow 
his pain and tears. 

 
Primary: Tell her (your mother) about the sadness. 

 
vi. In cases of abuse, should not encourage participants to tell their abuser about their 

sadness, as the abuser is not the one from whom want comfort (?) In fact, such a 
request may feel like a violation. Best to express sadness to a protective other or to 
the Primary (?) 

vii. In working with anger, important to distinguish between secondary and primary 
anger. Primary anger, or anger in response to violation, is essential and must be 
validated and its expression encouraged. In unfinished business, this anger may have 
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been disavowed because it was unsafe to express it in the original relationship. In not 
being able to access primary anger, people lose access to healthy resources that can 
promote adaptive behavior. Expressing anger and standing up to the other by saying, 
"It was wrong for you to hurt me like that; you were sick and I did not deserve to be 
treated like that" are empowering and healing. To distinguish primary anger from 
secondary anger, use the criteria that the anger is in response to violation and that it 
involves an assertion of self. In contrast, secondary rage has a more blustery, 
complaining quality to it and serves to push the other away or obscure the expression 
of more vulnerable emotion. Its expression does not bring relief or advance 
movement through one's experience. 

viii. With trauma-related unfinished business, particularly important for to learn to 
differentiate primary adaptive anger from secondary rage and maladaptive anger: 
Expressing the latter two does not bring relief and threatens re-traumatization. In 
trauma work, distinguished between generalized and chronic maladaptive anger that 
needs focused expression to specific others for specific offenses, and suppressed 
primary anger that requires intensification and expression to promote self-
empowerment and self-protective behavior. 

ix. In working with emotions at this stage, need to know that once primary emotions are 
fully and freely expressed, they move quickly. Anger and sadness tend to follow each 
other in sequence. When primary sadness is fully expressed, primary adaptive anger 
emerges and boundaries are created. The full expression of adaptive anger allows 
participants to acknowledge the pain of losses and betrayal and to grieve for what 
they missed. 
 

g. Working with Self-Interruptions Embedded Within Empty-Chair Work 
 
i. Participants often run into blocks or self-interruptions when attempting to fully 

express emotions or needs. Such blocks are very common in empty-chair work, and 
so two-chair enactment is frequently used as a subtask within empty-chair work. Such 
embedded two-chair work is resolved when hears that the self or experiencing aspect 
is ready to express itself directly to the significant other. Might then say, "OK, now, 
can you put your mother back into this chair and tell her what you felt?" Resolving 
this task-within-a-task step is particularly important in long-standing unfinished 
business where the person has been resigned to the presence of unfinished business. 
 

7. STAGE 4: EXPRESSING AND VALIDATING UNMET NEEDS (PARTIAL 
RESOLUTION) 
 
a. Next stage involves expressing and validating unmet basic interpersonal needs for 

attachment or separation and for self-esteem. Needs that were never expressed in the 
original relationship because the person felt he/she was not entitled to do so. Must 
express these needs as belonging to and coming from the self and with a sense of 
entitlement, rather than as deprivations or accusations of the other. At this stage, simply 
follows the participant and encourages the expression of both emotions and needs. Help 
to symbolize and assert boundaries by saying "no" to intrusion, for example, or by 
reasserting his/her rights. In early experience, often have found it necessary to disavow 
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basic needs and, as a result, they do not automatically attend to or express those needs. 
Listen for needs to form and, when they do, quickly validate them and encourage 
expression of them.  
 

Example:  
 

In response to her mother the Participant continues to convey underlying feelings to her 
mother, and needs begin to emerge: 

 
Primary: Tell her what you would have liked. 
 
Participant: To let me be an individual, who I am. 
 
Primary: Yeah, make a demand on her. 
 
Participant: I expected you to let me be myself. I wanted to express myself, to tell you 

what it was like for me. 
 
Primary: Uh-huh, so you wanted acceptance. 
 
Participant: Yeah, I wanted acceptance, (crying) to be told that I was loved. 

 
b. Feelings and needs are highly interconnected, and the expression of one acts as a cue for 

the other. A thorough exploration of feelings is typically followed by a statement of 
related needs. When participants do not automatically state needs, use exploratory 
questions or empathic conjectures to inquire into related needs and to encourage 
expression of them. The expression of unmet needs often brings up deeper awareness of 
primary emotions. Example: 

 
Primary: You feel so sad, so much pain, remembering not being loved, feeling so alone, 

so restricted. Tell her what you wanted to hear from her. 
 
Participant: I wanted to hear you say that you loved me. 
 
Primary: Tell her what it was like for you. 
 
Participant: It was lonely and, umn, confusing (sniff), and ... 
 
Primary: You felt so sad and alone. Tell her what you needed 

 
c. Participants do not always have full awareness of needs and have sometimes lost the 

ability to discern needs. When not aware of needs, might use experiential focusing to 
increase awareness or empathic exploration to discover previously unknown needs. If the 
Participant objects to stating needs, may be beneficial to work with their objections as 
self-interruptions. This stage of empty-chair work may take time and may extend over 
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multiple sessions, Participants often need time to build both self-esteem and the courage 
necessary to state needs and thereby risk disappointment. 

d. Where the need cannot or will not be met by the other, must still come to recognize their 
right to have needs met by the other. This recognition often allows the important process 
of letting go of the unmet need. Support and promote the letting go of the unfulfilled 
expectations. When letting go does not naturally flow from the expression of primary 
emotions, help explore and evaluate whether the unfulfilled expectations can and will be 
met by the other, and if not, help explore the effects of hanging on to the expectations. 
Consider asking to express to the SO, "I will never give up wanting my needs met." 
Finally, letting go often produces another round of grief work in which the Participant 
works through mourning the loss of the possibility of the attachment figure's meeting the 
need. 
 

8. STAGE 5: SHIFT IN REPRESENTATION OF OTHER 
 
a. Through arousal and direct expression of emotions and a strong sense of the legitimacy of 

their needs, Participants begin to let go of previously salient but overly constricted 
perceptions and to expand their view of the other. The direction of the shift depends on 
the initial representation of the other as well their experience in the relationship. When 
previous trauma or abuse is not involved, the depriving or punitive other becomes more 
positive and expresses regret. The other comes to be seen as separate and as having his or 
her own set of difficulties and both good and bad qualities. In abuse- or trauma-related 
scenarios, the other becomes less bullying and dominant and is seen as weaker and as 
having inner failings. The Participant comes to hold the other accountable for his/her 
actions and to recognize that he/she is deserving of their negative feelings. In both 
instances, Participants feel more empowered and worthwhile in relation to the other and 
more entitled to their feelings. 

 
Example:  

 
Participant’s representation of her mother as denying and demeaning softens to a picture 
of a vulnerable person without resources, and begins to feel compassion for her. The 
Participant reflects and facilitates the dialogue: 

 
Participant: I know what she was going through at the time. I know she was stuck in her 

own confusion because of my dad's gambling. 
 
Primary: Can you come over here, OK, and be your mom? (Participant moves to other 

chair.) And tell Participant how it was for you that you could not show love. 
 
Participant (as mother): I was very occupied with your father's gambling. 
 
Primary: Yeah, tell her what it was like for you. 
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Participant (as mother): I was trying to provide for you and your brothers, and I was 
alone and scared. And I was extremely frustrated, and I was never sure if we 
were going to make it. 

 
Primary: You feel sorry that you were unable to be there for her. 
 
Participant (as mom): Yeah, because I was stuck in my own little world, it was just 

despair; I wanted to make him see that his family was important. I was 
completely occupied, and I didn't feel loved myself, and it was so hard for me 
to express those feelings to you. 

 
Primary: So you felt desperate to make your husband see what was important. 
 
Participant: Yeah and, um, (pause) I'm sorry that I didn't allow you to do other things, to 
have relationships with your friends. I needed your help at home. I had to work. 

 
b. At this point, recognize and support the shift in view of the other and help elaborate and 

consolidate the other's perspective. Ultimately, help integrate the new information into a 
new ongoing emotion schemes for self and other. Reflect and encourage the elaboration 
of the SO's perspective. Typical at this stage for the other to apologize and ask for 
understanding. In cases of abuse or trauma, may represent the other as damaged or 
dysfunctional but willing to accept accountability for reprehensible actions. 
 

9. STAGE 6: SELF-AFFIRMATION AND LETTING GO OF BAD FEELINGS (FULL 
RESOLUTION) 
 
a. Full resolution occurs when reach a sense that they are worthwhile and are able to let go 

of the previously unfinished bad feelings. Letting go is accomplished in one or more of 
three ways, through: (a) holding the other accountable for the violation experienced, (b) 
increased understanding of the other, or (c) genuinely forgiving the other for past wrongs. 
In non-abuse cases, it is easier to understand the other and to view the other with 
empathy, compassion, and sometimes forgiveness. In abusive or trauma-related 
situations, letting go often involves holding the other accountable and moving on, but 
empathy and forgiveness may also occur. In any case, one is able to let go of the bad 
feelings and to affirm self. Examples of these end states illustrated below. 
 

b. Understanding or Forgiving the Other 
 
i. In what follows, Participant mourns for what was lost and accepts her changed view 

of the other. Help the Participant empathically understand the other and support 
making amends in the form of forgiveness. Check to see what new feelings emerge 
when the other asks for understanding, enabling the client to acknowledge the loss 
fully. Support and facilitate the integration of new emotional information, which 
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further consolidates the letting go of the old relationship and bad feelings and allows 
the Participant to move forward in his or her life.  
 
Example: 

 
Primary: OK, come back over here. (Participant moves to self-chair.) She is saying that 

she thought she was protecting you from the outside world. How do you 
respond? 

 
Participant: I forgive her. 
 
Primary: Tell her about that. 
 
Participant: I forgive you. I guess that's the best you could do at the time. 

It is not what I would have wanted, (crying) I know you, um, I know you 
love me and you care for me. 

 
Primary (gently): You're sad as you say this… 
 
Participant: Yeah, I wanted to hear you loved me; I wanted you to say it. I was lonely 

and I just wanted understanding of who I was. I put a part of myself aside 
and that was painful. I would have liked you to comfort me. 

 
Primary: How do you feel when you say that to her? 
 
Participant: I feel strong. I respect myself as a person. 
 
Primary: OK, come over here and be your mother. (Participant moves to other chair.) 

What do you say? 
 
Participant (as mother): I thought I was protecting you from falling in with the wrong 

crowd. I'm sorry you missed out on things that were important. I am sorry 
you have so much pain. You are important. It was the best I could do. It was 
all I knew at the time. 

 
Primary: OK, come back over here to Participant's chair. (Participant moves to self-

chair.) 
 
Participant: And, um, yeah, I forgive her. (Crying) 
 
Primary: You feel sad. Tell her about it. 
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Participant: I missed a lot. I missed a good relationship between you and me. I would 
have liked you to just like me for who I was, see me as I am. (Pause) It feels 
good to let it out. 

 
Primary: How do you feel toward your mother? 
 
Participant: I forgive her, yes. I don't have anger or resentment; that was just the best she 

could do. 
 

ii. Participant expresses what she missed, but with acceptance and a greater sense of 
separateness. She feels that her needs were legitimate but recognizes that her mother 
could not provide what she needed. At this point, sometimes express pride in their 
strengths and accomplishments to the other. In response, simply follow and 
encourages elaboration. 
 

c. Holding the Other Accountable 
 

i. In response to abuse or trauma, resolution of unfinished business means attributing 
responsibility for the wrong to the other and de-blaming the self. The participant 
holds the other accountable for wrongs done but does not offer forgiveness (and may 
not offer understanding either).  
 
Example: 
 

In relation to an abusive and manipulative mother, a Participant says to his mother: 
 

Participant: As a little boy, I couldn't tell you "Stop it. Don't do it. Keep away." But I can 
tell you now that I resent you for it, and I won't forgive you. I am not going 
to protect you anymore. I'm not going to change the subject when it comes 
up. I'm not going to dance around you anymore. I'm going to stand up for 
myself. I think it's time. 

 
ii. At this stage, support the Participant in holding the other accountable for his/her 

actions. Participants need support for their newfound strength and their choice to 
reassign blame where it belongs. In contrast to previously held position that they were 
to blame for the abuse, Help give voice to the idea that they were not to blame, but 
rather it was the other who was in the wrong. 

iii. Regardless of whether the Participant resolves by holding the other accountable or by 
understanding and making amends, the end result is an experiential sense of 
resolution and completion with respect to the unfinished business. Often accompanied 
by a sense of empowerment, optimism, and self-affirmation, which the primary helps 
the Participant explore and appreciate while also offering support and validation. 
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EMPTY-CHAIR WORK FOR UNFINISHED BISINESS 

 

Empty-chair Work Stage 

 

1. Marker confirmation: Participant blames, 
complains, or expresses hurt or longing in 
relation to a significant other.  

 

2. Setting up and starting. Participant speaks 
to imagined other and expresses unresolved 
feelings (e.g., resentment, hurt).  

 

 

 

3. Differentiating meaning and expressing 
primary emotions: Participant differentiates 
complaint into underlying primary feelings 
and experiences and expresses relevant 
emotions (e.g., sadness, anger, fear, shame) 
with a high degree of emotional arousal. 

 

4. Expressing and validating unmet needs 
(partial resolution): Participant experiences 
unmet needs as valid and expresses them 
assertively. 

5. Shift in representation of other: 
Participant comes to understand and see 
other in a new way, either in a more positive 
light or as a less powerful person who has or 
had problems of his or her own.  

 

6. Self-affirmation and letting go (full 
resolution): Participant affirms self and lets 
go of unresolved feeling by understanding, 
forgiving, or holding other accountable. 

Therapist Responses 

 

Listen for and reflect toward possible 
unfinished business markers (including 
during other tasks, such as two-chair 
dialogue).  

Offer task. Obtain participant agreement by 
offering experiential teaching and 
experiential formulation related to task. Help 
participant make psychological contact with 
or evoke the presence of a representation of 
other. Listen for and help participant deal 
with difficulties engaging in task.  

 

Use empathic exploration responses. 
Encourage first-person language. Recognize 
and distinguish primary and secondary 
emotions. Listen for and help participant 
work with emergent self-interruption 
processes.  

 

Help participant explore and express unmet 
needs. Provide empathic affirmation for 
emerging unmet needs.  

 

Encourage elaboration of imagined 
perspective of other.  

 

 

Encourage dialogue and offer support for 
forgiveness, understanding, or holding other 
accountable. Help participant explore and 
appreciate emerging self-affirmation 


