How to Do the Empty Chair Technique
The setup of the empty chair technique is relatively straightforward.
1. Prepare the environment. Set out two chairs facing each other in the therapy room, one for the client, and one constituting the “empty chair.”
2. Explain the process. Clearly explain the purpose and process of the technique so clients understand they will be engaging in a dialogue with an imagined person or a part of themselves.
3. Choose the focus. Help them identify who or what the empty chair represents. It could be another person, an aspect of themselves, or a symbolic representation (like a disowned quality or life choice).
4. Clarify the objective. Discuss what clients hope to achieve or explore through this exercise.
5. Start the conversation. Encourage them to begin the dialogue, speaking directly to the imagined person or part of themselves in the empty chair.
6. Switch roles. When appropriate, ask them to switch chairs and respond from the other person’s perspective (or part of themselves) in the empty chair. It can offer a moment of profound insight and empathy.
7. Encourage emotional expression. Encourage and guide clients toward expressing their feelings, needs, and thoughts openly, speaking to the empty chair in the first person while staying present and focused.
8. Use exaggeration and repetition. Suggest that your client exaggerate certain emotions or repeat key phrases to intensify the experience and heighten awareness.
9. Guide the process. As the therapist, pay attention to nonverbal cues and emotional shifts.
10. Promote self-reflection. Encourage clients to reflect on their learning about themselves, their relationships, and their behaviour patterns.
11. Wrap up the dialogue. When ready, gradually guide them to bring the conversation to a close.
12. Debrief and process. Afterward, discuss their experience.
What insights did they gain?
How do they feel about the person or part of themselves they interacted with?

Questions to ask during chair work

1. Can you begin by telling the person in the chair what you want to say to them?
2. How are you feeling right now as you look at the empty chair?
3. What do you wish they understood about how their actions affected you?
4. How would you respond to what you’ve just said if you were in their place?
5. What do you need from the person in the empty chair for closure or healing?
6. How does it feel to express these thoughts and emotions out loud?
7. What are you feeling in your body right now as you have this conversation?
8. What are you learning about yourself through this dialogue?
9. If you could change one thing about how you interact with this person, what would it be?
10. How might they explain their actions or feelings if they were here?
11. Can you find any understanding or empathy for their perspective or situation?
12. What would you like to say to conclude your conversation with the person in the empty chair?


10 Tips for using the empty chair in therapy

1. Establish trust and safety. A solid therapeutic alliance is vital. The client must feel safe and ready to experience such intense emotions.
2. Clarify the purpose. The client must understand the reason behind the technique — how it can help them explore unresolved issues, internal conflicts, and aspects of their relationships.
3. Choose the right moment. Only use the technique when the client appears ready to confront deeper issues, rather than a tool for early assessment.
4. Guide rather than lead. Guide the client’s exploration without directing the conversation or putting words in their mouth.
5. Monitor how the client responds. If the experience is too overwhelming, slow down or pause the intervention.
6. Carefully use role reversal. Only switch chairs and perspectives when the client seems ready to foster empathy and a deeper understanding of the other person or the conflicted part of themselves.
7. Focus on the present. Emphasize the client’s current feelings and perceptions even when revisiting the past.
8. Make it specific to the client. Every client is unique, so be flexible and adapt the technique to suit individual needs and comfort levels.
9. Be aware of nonverbal cues. Pay close attention to their body language, facial expressions, and tone of voice to gain additional insights into their emotional state and reactions.
10. Ensure closure. Conclude the empty chair exercise with a sense of closure so the client leaves the session feeling stable and grounded, particularly after exploring intense emotions.
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