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The construct of emotional signatures, as developed by Webster (1994, 1999, 2013b, 

2014) at the Institute for Emotionally Focused Therapy (IEFT), Annandale, provides 

an important and useful framework for better understanding how and why therapists 

respond to clients in certain ways. In this article I reflect on my ongoing journey to 

understand the influence of emotional signatures in my work, and share some 

thoughts and ideas that I hope will inspire other therapists to be thoughtful about the 

influence of emotional signatures in their work. I will consider how others in the 

world of Emotionally Focused Therapy (EFT) have studied and thought about what 

influences therapist responsiveness, and suggest that the understanding of our own 

emotional signature is an important tool for any therapist who seeks to work in a 

caring, attuned, effective and emotionally-focused way. Using the metaphor of 

learning a new language, I will reflect on what has helped and hindered me in my 

quest to learn and speak the language of emotional signatures in my practice.  

 

Far, far away in a land across the sea, a little girl grew up with parents from two 

different worlds. Two languages were spoken in her home. Her father’s was the 

prominent one, for it had been chosen as the family language. But in the background, 

the little girl would hear her mother speaking on the phone in her native tongue. Her 

mother was animated, laughing, crying – as she shared with her family and friends 

from far away. As the little girl listened to the strange sounds, she wished she could 

understand and longed to draw closer to her mother through her native tongue. 
 

Eventually, the little girl grew into a young woman and decided to learn her mother’s 

language. The journey was hard. She doubted her ability to learn it well as she 

struggled with the strange sounds and subtle differences between words. The 

grammar was challenging and it was difficult to remember all that she learned, but she 

persevered, listened, practised and eventually understood more and more. Gradually, 

her ability to speak the language grew and she began to communicate with her 

mother, and her mother’s family, in their native tongue. Family connections were 

strengthened as they began to know and understand one another better. The woman 

was proud of herself for taking on such an enormous challenge and she felt a sense of 

accomplishment as she experienced growth and greater connection with significant 

people in her life.  
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Some years later, the woman decided to begin a journey to become a counsellor and 

therapist. She studied hard, learned well and felt excited about what she was 

discovering. Eventually, her journey led her to Annandale, to the Institute for 

Emotionally Focused Therapy and the tutelage of the wonderful trainers there. At the 

Institute she learned about emotional signatures and the patterns of relating they 

represent. She was captivated as she saw her own patterns in the intricacies of the 

signatures and was inspired to use the newfound knowledge in her practice.  

 

However, the woman quickly discovered some challenges. When working with those 

who had an emotional signature similar to her own, she was able to speak their 

language – she understood them and they understood her. But with clients whose 

emotional signature was different from her own, she felt like the little girl who 

couldn’t understand what her mother was saying: she was on the outside listening in, 

wanting to understand and communicate, but not knowing how. It seemed that she 

needed to learn another new language – the language of emotional signatures. This 

journey was mine. 
 

Learning a new language is challenging. Over the past two decades, there has been a 

shift in the world of language learning. Second language acquisition is no longer seen 

simply as gaining new knowledge and making it available for use: it is now seen as a 

social practice with the goal of ‘interactional competence’, defined as the ability to 

interact effectively with others (Young & Astarita, 2013, p.171). To me, this describes 

what must happen as I work with my clients using the language of emotional 

signatures. It’s not enough for me to learn about emotional signatures – I need to 

speak the language of emotional signatures in order to interact competently with my 

clients. This strengthens the therapeutic relationship and establishes a solid platform 

for meaningful work. 
 

As I compared learning the language of emotional signatures with learning a second 

language, I wondered why learning a new language is so difficult. I found a short 

newspaper article (Merritt, 2012) that highlighted what linguists believe are the five 

most common mistakes people make when learning a new language. The first is not 

listening enough; listening is essential as it helps to reinforce the vocabulary, 

structures and patterns in the language. The second mistake is lacking curiosity; 
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curiosity about the history and culture of the new language, and openness to forming 

relationships with native speakers, improve your ability to learn. Rigid thinking is the 

third mistake. Merritt explains how language learning involves uncertainty and 

ambiguity, which can cause problems if the learner prefers precision and complete 

understanding; she recommends openness and flexibility for the learner. The fourth 

mistake is using only one method to learn, for example, just trying to speak. Learning 

a new language requires more than just speaking, so it’s important to read, write, 

listen and immerse yourself as fully as you can. Finally, Merritt says the most 

debilitating factor in language learning is fear. If the language learner is afraid to 

speak or engage with others who speak the language, she will not learn. When fear is 

overcome and the new language is practised more often, the learning process is 

enhanced. 
 

Reflecting on these things made me wonder how I – as a therapist wanting to learn the 

language of emotional signatures – could avoid these mistakes and instead, listen 

well, stay open and curious, remain flexible, use multiple methods of learning and 

hold my fears. So, as a starting point, I decided to awaken curiosity by immersing 

myself in the culture and history of emotional signatures. 
 

Background of emotional signatures 
In the early 1990s, the creators of the Canadian EFT model wrote about the 

importance of understanding and exploring the emotion schemes that our clients hold 

(Greenberg, Rice & Elliott, 1993). In fact, Greenberg, et al. (1993) call emotion 

schemes “the targets of our therapeutic work” (p. 67). In their seminal text, Working 

with Emotions in Psychotherapy, Greenberg and Paivio (1997) describe an emotion 

scheme as “a set of organising principles constructed from the individual’s innate 

response repertoire and past experience that interact with the current situation and 

generate current experience” (p.3). When past experience has involved neglect, abuse 

or invalidation, emotional responses can become dysfunctional and imbedded as 

“maladaptive emotion schemes” (p. 40). Elliott, Watson, Goldman and Greenberg 

(2004) describe the exploration and understanding of these maladaptive emotion 

schemes and their action tendencies as an extremely important element in the 

emotionally-focused therapy process. 
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Meanwhile, on the other side of the world, Webster (1994, 1999) was further 

developing the idea of emotion schemes by highlighting two different emotional 

patterns of relating that are defined by two distinct childhood experiences: 

annihilation and abandonment. In the early 2000s, Webster coined the phrase 

“emotional signature” to describe these particular ways of relating that develop in 

individuals from their early childhood experiences (Webster, 2013b, p. 101). 

Individuals develop these emotional patterns of relating during childhood to deal with 

the world around them and to keep themselves safe (Webster, 2013b). However, 

clients often come to counselling because these patterns are not serving them well in 

adulthood. Such patterns may cause distress or blockages in their emotional 

experience, and hinder how they relate to themselves and to others. So what are these 

two distinct experiences that affect how we relate?  
 

The first is the annihilated experience coming from physical, verbal, emotional or 

sexual abuse (Webster, 2013b). The experience of being blamed and attacked leaves 

the individual feeling unworthy or bad. In order to cope and defend themselves, they 

develop strong, rigid boundaries and often over-regulate their emotions. As adults 

they can be defiant, critical and quick to blame others (although they are inwardly 

blaming themselves), and they are often detached or disconnected. But, as in many 

things, there is a dialectical tension between the opposing forces of annihilation: these 

people are also strong, in control, decisive, task-focused, competent and direct. They 

get things done, and prize justice and fairness. Consequently, Webster (2014) 

describes their emotional signature as justice-oriented.  
 

The abandoned experience comes from being neglected, ignored, left behind or 

unacknowledged (Webster, 2013b). This experience of rejection leaves the individual 

feeling responsible for their abandonment, unloved and unlovable. In an effort to be 

loved and to cope, they become compliant, go quiet, take on responsibility and try to 

please. They develop diffuse boundaries, are prone to self-blame and have difficulty 

regulating their emotions. However, they also seek connection with others, are caring, 

warm, look after others and seek to smooth over difficulties for the sake of 

relationship. For these reasons, Webster (2014) describes their emotional signature as 

relationally-oriented.  
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I have learned that emotional signature is on a spectrum and individuals can have 

elements of both annihilated and abandoned experiences, for example, if a mother 

was abusive and a father was absent (Webster, 2013b). However, one element of the 

signature will generally be the leading one. When a person has experiences that create 

both signature elements, it is generally their present situation that dictates whether 

their reactions and responses are more justice- or relationally-oriented. 
 

Understanding vs. Empathy 

With a bit of history under my belt, I continued along the path of curiosity by 

contemplating my own signature. All therapists studying the Annandale model of 

EFT are encouraged to think deeply about their own and their clients’ signatures 

because our signatures influence not only how we interact with and respond to others, 

but also how we view ourselves (Webster, 2013a). I quickly realised that the influence 

of emotional signatures in the therapy room is complex; both the therapist’s and the 

client’s emotional signatures influence their own intrapersonal and interpersonal 

domains (see Figure 1).   

 

 
Figure 1: The complex influence of emotional signature in the counselling room. The focus of this article is on the effect of the 

therapist’s emotional signature on the therapist, highlighted in green.  

 

While interested in all of these dynamics, I needed a starting point, so I chose to focus 

on how my own emotional signature influences me as I work; I was curious about my 
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justice-oriented signature, which made sense in light of my family of origin 

experiences. The results on the Annandale Emotional Signature profile confirmed 

this:1 I lead with a justice-oriented signature. 

 

However, I became confused when I began to notice my tendency to express empathy 

towards my clients very quickly; I sometimes felt that I gave too much empathy too 

soon. When I did this, my justice-oriented clients changed the subject, expressed their 

discomfort with my empathy or simply ignored my empathic comments. I began to 

formulate the idea of an internal “empathy dial” that I could turn up, or down. I 

sensed that there was something about my desire for relationship – to be liked by my 

clients, to have them feel cared for by me – that caused me to turn my empathy dial 

too high, which confused me because this was a more relationally-oriented response. 

What was causing me to do this?  
 
I began to reflect on what might be occurring and realised two things. First, while I 

lead with a justice-oriented signature, my relational signature is not far behind. As 

Webster (2013a, 2013b) discusses, our immediate situation dictates the signature 

response; when events during therapy sessions caused me to doubt my technical skills 

– such as difficult interactions with clients or my own uncertainty – I became more 

relational. But I also realised that this signature response wasn’t working, especially 

with my justice-oriented clients.  So I set out to become more adept at identifying my 

clients’ emotional signatures and speaking to them in that signature language, with the 

goal of attuning my empathy dial more appropriately to my clients’ needs. This is 

where my language-learning journey really began.  

The first mistake language learners make is not listening well enough, and so I began 

to consider how I could listen better for the nuances of emotional signatures, both in 

my clients and in my own internal responses. One day in supervision, I experienced 

some meaningful learning about my internal responses; as I shared my concerns about 

sometimes being too empathic, my supervisor responded creatively, interacting with 

me in two ways. Initially, she empathised with my dilemma and was soft, caring and 
                                                
1 Over the past decade, Webster has been developing the theory and practice behind emotional signatures. In 
partnership with Macquarie University, the constructs underlying emotional signature have been researched 
and applied in undergraduate psychology, practitioner and clinical settings (IEFT website, 2014). As a part 
of this research, the Annandale Emotional Signature Profile was created—a quantitative measuring tool 
that indicates where an individual sits on the justice/relationally oriented spectrum. 
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supportive about how hard this was for me. As I listened and felt her response I 

realised that I didn’t like it! I didn’t want her to be soft and caring—I wanted her to 

help me, with facts, strategies and information. Then, she changed her response to me 

and became more ‘up’ and matter-of-fact, and instantly I felt more comfortable and 

supported. I could feel my justice-oriented signature responding to the language it 

understood. In contrast, I knew that my feeling of discomfort when my supervisor was 

too soft and caring mirrored how my justice-oriented clients must have felt when I 

was overly empathic. This experience helped me to understand better how important 

emotional signature language is for therapeutic attunement.  

The second mistake of language learners is to lack curiosity, so I decided to commit 

myself to learning more from my experiences. I went back to the training manuals and 

articles from the IEFT and shared my thoughts with the trainers there. These 

discussions and readings reminded me that more relationally-oriented clients prefer, 

and benefit from, affective or feeling-based reflections; empathy makes these clients 

feel warm, affirmed and connected. However, clients with more justice-oriented 

signatures want to know that you understand them and they benefit from more 

content-based reflections that demonstrate this (Webster 2013b, 2014). From this 

learning, I developed my concept of the empathy dial into the empathy vs 

understanding dial (see Figure 2), which, ideally, is adjusted for each client so that I 

speak the right emotional signature language.  

 
Figure 2: The Empathy vs Understanding Dial 
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relational orientation? For this, I went back to Webster’s (2013b, 2014) descriptions 

of emotional signatures and also reflected on how my clients make me feel. 

 

Working with contrasting emotional signatures 
In her 2014 Psychotherapy and Counselling Federation of Australia (PACFA) 

conference presentation, Webster described how people with relationally-oriented 

signatures experience lots of feeling, anxiety and confusion, don’t feel good about 

themselves, can be compliant and seek to please and placate in order to have a 

relationship. I realised that I tend to react to these clients in one of two ways: either I 

feel frustrated and a bit judgmental about their compliance and ‘softness’ (a more 

justice-oriented response), or I want to rescue them (a more relationally-oriented 

response). 

 

In contrast, justice-oriented clients prize thinking over feeling, react predominantly 

with anger, tend to blame the other and can be defiant. When reflecting on how these 

clients make me feel, I realised that their resistance to feeling can frustrate me and 

sometimes I become impatient, thinking, “If they would only be more willing to feel, 

I could help them more”. Clearly, this is my justice-oriented signature showing – I 

have moved to a place of blaming the other! Alternatively, I aim to be warm, caring 

and supportive, hoping to soften them into feeling more. Clearly, this is when I turn 

my dial to empathy and it is mismatched with their needs – I am speaking in a 

relational language and they don’t understand. In both cases, learning to understand 

my deeper, more intuitive responses better has allowed me to hold these reactions, in 

order to work in a more therapeutically attuned way. 

 

Curiosity greatly enhanced my signature language learning, but as Merritt (2012) 

states, it’s a mistake to use only one method. So, in order to ensure my thinking and 

reflection was well-rounded and not just confined to the IEFT, I decided to discover 

what others in the world of EFT have written about what makes us respond the way 

we do to our clients.  

Much has been written about therapist responsiveness in EFT (Baljon & Pool, 2013; 

Wittenborn, 2012; Elliott, Watson, Bohart & Greenberg, 2011; Greenberg, 2011; 

Geller, Greenberg & Watson, 2010; Vanaerschot, 2007; Watson, 2007; Elliott et al., 
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2004; Geller & Greenberg, 2002; Geller & Greenberg, 2012). Elliott et al. (2004) 

discuss the importance of the therapist being tuned in to their inner processes in order 

to respond effectively. They outline six therapist processes that are necessary when 

engaging with clients, including: 1) presence and genuineness; 2) empathic 

attunement; 3) acceptance, prizing and trust; 4) collaboration; 5) procedural 

knowledge of the model; and 6) process awareness and guiding (p.74).  
 

In contemplating their framework, I wondered how emotional signatures influence 

these processes. For example, with regard to empathic attunement, Elliott et al. (2004) 

say: “Occasionally therapist [empathic] attunement runs parallel to client 

experiencing; it is as if the therapist is experiencing the same thing as the client. At 

other times, it is far more complex” (p. 76). Parallel attunement is, therefore, much 

more likely to occur when my signature and my client’s match, because we speak the 

same language. When signatures are very different, it can feel like we are speaking 

different languages. Webster (2013a) confirms this idea when she describes how 

therapists and clients with similar emotional signatures may “come together quickly 

and intimately” (p. 272).  
 

Along similar lines, Elliott et al. (2011) discuss how individualising empathic 

responses is important in therapy. They give examples, such as ‘fragile’ clients who 

find normal expressions of empathy intrusive, more hostile clients who potentially 

find empathy too directive, and other clients who find the empathic focus on feelings 

so unfamiliar that they feel uncomfortable (p. 48). Baljon and Pool (2013) also 

discuss how clients, who have been traumatised early in their development, can be so 

frightened of emotional intimacy that they cannot bear their therapist’s empathy or 

acceptance. Therefore, it is the therapist’s job to know when, and when not, to 

respond empathically and to match empathic responses to the client’s needs. 

According to Elliott et al. (2011, p. 48), empathic attunement is vital for a strong 

working alliance and they encourage therapists to see it as a specific, individual 

response that promotes healing and growth in clients. In reflecting on these writings, I 

am increasingly convinced that knowing the emotional signature of my clients and 

being able to speak to them in their signature language is essential to achieving 

meaningful attunement.  
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The concept of attunement is also discussed in Geller and Greenberg’s (2002, 2010, 

2012) work on therapeutic presence. Their qualitative study proposed a model of 

therapist presence in the therapeutic relationship in which the process of therapeutic 

presence (in session) is defined as: 
 

[T]he therapists’ ability to move their attention between taking in the fullness of 

the client’s experience (receptivity) to being in contact with how that experience 

resonates in the therapist’s own body (inwardly attending) to expressing that inner 

resonance or directly connecting with the client (extending and contact). (Geller & 

Greenberg, 2002, p. 78) 

 

In each of these qualities, emotional signature plays a part. I am more receptive if I 

understand the language my client is speaking. As I inwardly attend, I am curious 

about how my felt responses are influenced by my signature and, as I adjust my 

empathy vs. understanding dial to match my client, I am connecting in a way that they 

understand. A greater connection and therapeutic bond results, creating a safe and 

secure platform for their therapy journey. Wittenborn (2012) reinforces this when she 

writes: “In EFT, change occurs in the presence of emotional arousal within session 

and therapists must be competent in attuning to clients’ implicit and explicit 

emotional experiences and responding appropriately” (p. 50).  With the ability to 

speak in either a justice-oriented or relationally-oriented way, we are meaningfully 

attuning our responses to our clients. At times, we might have to notice and then 

‘bracket off’ our own habitual ways of responding, but our clients will feel 

understood and cared for and therapeutic attunement is strengthened. In essence, 

therapeutic attunement requires us to learn the language of emotional signatures. 

 

Tuning into the many factors that influence therapist responsiveness involves self-

exploration and self-reflection on the part of the therapist. Vanaerschot (2007) 

describes how the therapist must work to help the client “become aware of his or her 

inner experience, to attend to it with reflective attention, to focus on his or her 

experience through holding it in his or her attention, to symbolize it in words and to 

explore it further…” (p. 319). In reflecting on this as a goal of EFT, I have asked 

myself, “If I hold this goal for my clients, how much more should I be holding it for 

myself?” I need to discover why I respond to different clients in different ways, and to 

monitor my reactions and responses to clients, even recording them in my notes 
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(Webster 2013a). Vanaerschot (2007) suggests that in sessions, therapists should 

ensure that they remain open to their own experiencing and reserve time and space to 

feel the effect of their client’s words. Outside of sessions, supervision and personal 

therapy can help us as we seek to understand better how we are reacting and 

responding to clients (Webster, 2013a).  
 

In considering all the things that influence how we respond to our clients, therapists 

who have the benefit of training in the Annandale model are able to view reactions 

and responses through the lens of emotional signatures. When my emotional signature 

causes me to over-respond, pull back, nurture too much or too little, distance myself, 

want to lead or become overly critical, knowing the origin of these responses can 

open the door to greater understanding, self-compassion and change. 
 

For example, I have a client who has a troublesome relationship with his young adult 

daughter. My client leads with a justice-signature, evidenced by his discomfort with 

experiencing emotion, his straightforward manner and his matter-of-fact attitude to 

difficult situations. But, with his daughter he puts his justice-orientation aside and 

puts their relationship before everything else. She has been difficult, sullen, 

withdrawn and unmotivated to work or study, but during our work together one day, 

my client told me he had decided to buy her a car. As I listened, my justice-signature 

came to the fore. I started to feel judgmental towards my client and frustrated that he 

couldn’t see his enabling ways. I wanted to say, “STOP DOING THINGS FOR 

HER!”  But instead, I said to myself: “Lisa, those are your thoughts and feelings, be 

they right or wrong. The most important thing right now is that your client does not 

feel judged by you in any way. You have to try to work out what is happening for him 

as he deals with his daughter.” In the moment, I had to hold myself and try to meet 

him where he was. I invited him to do a multiple chair exercise with his daughter. As 

he sat with the cushion he had chosen to represent his adult self, my client realised 

that he wasn’t operating from his adult self at all. He was operating from a much 

younger place, an age similar to his daughter’s, when he had been cut off from 

relationship with his family, had felt unfairly judged and had had to struggle alone. 

He came to realise that he didn’t want his daughter to have the same experience. As 

we explored this together my judgment and frustration completely dissipated, and I 
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felt warm compassion for my client as he sat with the hurt and sadness he had 

experienced as a young man.  
 

This example illustrates Merritt’s (2012) point about the potential for rigid thinking to 

hinder learning a new language. If I had stayed with my strong, justice-oriented way 

of thinking, I would have missed the opportunity to empathically attune to my client 

and I would have re-traumatised him with my rigidity and judgment. Geller and 

Greenberg (2012) highlight the importance of “self-awareness and a continual 

attending to one’s internal world” as keys to recognising and managing these 

countertransference reactions (p. 145).  
 

Interventions and emotional signatures 

In reflecting further about the influence of emotional signature on my work, I decided 

to look at two of the interventions we use as EF therapists and how emotional 

signature might influence their use.  

 

One of these EF interventions involves staying with emotional experience. Watson 

(2011) describes how some clients – particularly those who over-regulate their 

emotions (i.e. those with justice-oriented signatures) – may feel as if emotional 

expression is dangerous and undesirable. If a therapist is unaware of a client’s 

difficulties in accessing their feelings, they may fail to encourage them to work at a 

safe and slow pace; staying with emotional experience is an essential part of 

emotionally-focused work, however it is vital that it is done in a respectful and caring 

way. I can sometimes get this wrong if I am not speaking my client’s emotional 

signature language. For example, when helping a client to stay with their emotional 

experience, I might desire to facilitate a deep emotional response. I would have 

thought that my leading justice-signature would make me slightly uncomfortable with 

deep emotional responses, so this approach is very curious: why do I look for this 

kind of response? 
 

Intellectually, I know that a response does not have to be deep to be meaningful or 

useful in the work. But through self-reflection and supervision, I have learned that in 

responding this way, I am projecting onto my clients something from my own 

experience of learning about the importance of emotional expression. My family of 
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origin experiences taught me to suppress my emotions; allowing myself to have my 

emotional experience was a powerful step in my own therapeutic journey of healing 

and growth. However, I have to hold this part of myself and be patient with my 

clients, particularly my justice-oriented ones, so that I can meet them where they are 

and not push them where they might not be ready to go. 
 

Another EF intervention that can be influenced by our emotional signature is 

gathering a sequence. When gathering a sequence from a client, I notice that my 

justice-orientation can cause me to speak out for fairness and equity and, 

consequently, I make comments about things that are ‘unfair’ or ‘not right’. I often 

feel as if I’m on my client’s side, fighting for fairness. Again, while this helps me 

attune with more justice-oriented clients, it doesn’t work for relationally-oriented 

ones. In fact, they will often disregard these comments and become more other-

focused, because they are much more interested in what is happening in relationship. 

So now, when gathering a sequence from a more relationally-oriented client, I hold 

the thought that I must keep my comments and reflections focused more on 

relationship. I ask, “What happened between you next?” “What did you do then?” 

“What did he do then?” This helps my relationally-oriented clients say more about 

their experience, it helps me become better attuned to my client and it is easier to 

gather important information about their emotional signature and how it affects them.  
 

Merritt’s (2012) final point about what hinders learning a second language is fear. She 

says, “it doesn’t matter how well a person can write, conjugate a verb, or finish a 

vocabulary test – to learn, improve, and truly use your target language, [you] need to 

speak” (p. 2). As I have been learning the language of emotional signatures, I have 

been filled with questions. “What do I say in response to that?” “How do I reply so 

that I am understood?” “Why am I blocked?” And my fears have often been present in 

my thoughts. “I can’t find the words.” “I don’t understand what they are saying.” 

“They won’t understand me.” Sometimes I have been filled with self-doubt and 

uncertainty. “I’m not sure I can do this.” “Will I ever become proficient?” However, I 

know that I have to hold my fear, use my questions and reflections to stay curious, try 

new ways of speaking, and keep practising until I become proficient in the language 

of emotional signatures. As Merritt (2012) says, “the more learners speak, the quicker 

they improve” (p. 2). 
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So, let’s go back for a moment to my opening story – the girl who became a woman, 

who learned to speak her mother’s language and then became a counsellor and 

therapist. I remember my journey as I learned my mother’s language and I often 

remind myself that it was my desire to learn and understand that helped me become 

proficient. So, if I can turn Merritt’s (2012) mistakes into encouragement for myself 

as I learn another new language, I will continue to seek to listen well, stay open and 

curious, remain flexible, learn in as many ways as I can and hold my fears, as I 

bravely seek to communicate well in the vital therapeutic language of emotional 

signatures.  
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