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Section 1. Empathy  

Short Description  

The purpose of this section is to familiarize you with the basic theoretical knowledge and 
methodology on how to improve your empathy skills (affective empathy and perspective-taking 
skills). At the same time, it highlights the need to apply empathy skills in your everyday counselling 
practice in order to provide quality career guidance services to your clients. 

 

Learning Objectives 

The training aims at assisting counsellors in: 
▪ being able to facilitate mutual contact and discussion taking into consideration emotions and 

feelings of the other; 

▪ being able to show understanding of the opinion and feelings of other people and accept others’ as 
they are; 

▪ knowing how to understand relevant unspoken information, feelings and needs of other people; 

▪ being able to create a good conversational climate through attention, openness and respect; 

▪ being able to focus on understanding how a person feels and why they feel that way; 

▪ applying empathy skills in every day counselling practice to support the beneficiaries of their 
services. 
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1.1 Theoretical background  
 

Definitions 

 

Empathy 
 

The notion of empathy has been central to Carl Rogers’s work, a re-known humanist psychologist. 
He was the first to articulate the importance of empathy in the therapeutic relationship. According 
to him, empathy “is the listener's effort to hear the other person deeply, accurately, and non-
judgmentally. Empathy involves skilful reflective listening that clarifies and amplifies the person’s 
own experiencing and meaning, without imposing the listener’s own material (1951). According to 
his client-centred approach, one of the three basic principles that reflect the attitude of the 
counsellor to the client, is empathetic understanding towards them.  This means that the counsellor 
senses accurately the feelings and personal meanings that the client is experiencing and 
communicates this understanding to the client. Since then, both Rogers (1975) and other 
psychologists (e.g. Wexler, 1974) have pointed out the process element of empathy, meaning that 
empathy is rather a “style of behaviors” than a state or an attitude.  

The concept of empathy has since then been developed and expanded (e.g. Hartley, 1995; Duan & 
Hill, 1996; Bohart & Greenberg, 1997; Beck, et.al, 1979; Pearson, 1999). Research supports that the 
construct of empathy within the counsellor-client relationship applies to some extent across 
counselling theories whereas almost every approach to psychotherapy claims the therapist’s 
empathy as central to its effectiveness (Feller &Cottone, 2003).  

In counselling research, counsellor empathy can be conceptualized as interpersonal efforts to take 
the clients’ perspectives by trying to accurately understand their cognitive and emotional 
experiences (Moyers & Miller, 2013). A more practical conception of empathy is Barrett-Lennard’s 
(1981) operational definition of empathy in terms of three different perspectives: that of the 
therapist (empathic resonance), the observer (expressed empathy), and the client (received 
empathy). 

It is important to highlight that the development of empathy depends on two complementary 
functions: the sensitivity based on emotion (affective empathy) and the assumption of the 
perspective of the other or otherwise cognitive empathy (perspective taking). In other words, 
empathetic persons are able to put themselves in someone else’s position both intellectually and 
emotionally. 
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Affective empathy 
 

Affective empathy is the capacity to share or become affectively aroused by others’ emotional 
states at least in valence and intensity. It involves experiencing the feelings of another person. It is a 
person’s ability to perceive and correctly express other people’s emotions, drawing on verbal and 
non-verbal cues and an ability to understand and imagine the feelings and intentions of others 
(including in the past and future).   

The main feature of emotional empathy is the importance given to the emotional response to a 
person experiencing an event. These reactions are not easily discernible, though, as the source of 
emotions can often not be attributed to empathy but to selfish motives (Baron-Cohen & 
Wheelwright, 2004). 

 

Cognitive empathy 
 

Perspective taking or cognitive empathy is the ability to consciously put oneself into the mind of 
another person to understand what she is thinking or feeling (Hogan, 1969).  It is a person’s ability 
to take the perspective of others and see the world through their eyes e.g., by imagining what their 
roles and circumstances may require from them, being able to imagine how others will be affected 
(Decety & Jackson, 2006). 

Hoyat (2007) claims that cognitive empathy (or emotional theory of the mind) does not require one 
to really share one's feelings, but only to understand another person's emotional states. In other 
words, cognitive empathy refers to the mental understanding of the other's experience. 

Furthermore, according to Dymont (1949), cognitive empathy is an individual’s imaginary 
transposition into the thoughts and actions of another and in this way he/she manages to view the 
world through others’ thoughts and recognize the other’s role. 

 

Characteristics of a counsellor masterful in empathy 

 

Being empathetic goes beyond feeling or understanding how someone else feels or thinks. It 
incorporates a variety of socio-emotional skills and attributes, the effectiveness and combination of 
which can either amplify or diminish someone’s empathy. 

The most important characteristics of a counsellor mastering empathy are: 
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● Imagination: When practicing empathy, an individual is taking the perspective of another 
person. In essence, he/she is imagining what it would be like to actually be the other 
person.  

● Open-Mindedness: Allowing oneself to be influenced by others’ thoughts and feelings.  
● Vulnerability: Respectfully sharing reactions and feelings about what the other person is 

saying, with the intent to confirm that he/she fully understands them. 
● Self-Awareness: Understanding how other’s emotions or feelings may be affecting his/her 

thoughts and reactions. 
● Sensitivity to Others’ Emotions: Developing his/her “emotional radar” to pick up on what 

people are feeling by watching their body language and facial expressions, and listening not 
only to their words, but to any “between the lines” meaning in the event they are not being 
direct and transparent. 

● Compassion: Understanding of others’ pain and developed desire to mitigate that pain. 
● Active listening: Effectively turning down the volume on his/her own voice and turning up 

the volume on the other person's voice and showing curiosity by asking questions on 
peoples’ experiences and feelings. 

● Communicative attunement: An active, on-going effort to stay attuned on a moment-to-
moment basis with the client’s communications and unfolding experience. 

 

Importance of empathy skills for career counsellors 

Whereas psychotherapy research contributed substantially to a better understanding of how 
counsellor skills affect patient outcomes, research in career counselling has less to offer concerning 
these issues (Whiston & Oliver, 2005). Even though therapists and career counsellors are not the 
same, the similarity in counsellor-client relationships allows for career counsellors to equally 
assume that practicing empathy in career interventions is an equally important ingredient for 
helping clients to deal with career-related problems (Klonek, et.al, 2019). In fact, relationship 
quality criteria of the counsellor–client interaction, such as empathy (Moyers & Miller, 2013) and 
working alliance (i.e. De Haan, et.al, 2013) are essential criteria for counselling success across a 
variety of settings such as psychotherapy, coaching, and career guidance (McKenna & Davis, 2009). 

Empathy is considered a core method and success measure in counselling (Moyers & Miller, 2013) 
because for any counselling tactic to work, the counsellor has to make the person in treatment feel 
understood. To do this, the counsellor must not only understand what a person says in a session 
but also understand what the person is not saying and communicate this understanding (Martin, 
2010). Empathy helps connect people, moving them toward each other in a helping capacity and 
allows people to build social connections with others. Thus, being empathetic ensures counsellors 
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are listening and dealing with the clients’ concerns as they present them. Moreover, certain 
behaviours, such as demonstrating empathy, encouragement and appreciation are generally 
considered beneficial to the development of an affective bond (e.g., Gregory & Levy, 2011; O’Broin 
& Palmer, 2010).  

Retrospectively, lack of empathy undermines the process of developing and maintaining 
interpersonal connections. It presents difficulties in repairing conflicts, collaborative working and 
solving problems, all of which are bits of the career counselling process. Moreover, poor cognitive 
empathy was correlated with deficiencies in self-awareness of emotional states which make career 
counselling less effective (William, et. al, 2016).  

Another important gain in counsellors exercising empathy is effective emotional regulation. 
Emotional regulation is important in that it allows us to manage what we are feeling, even in times 
of great stress, without becoming overwhelmed. By using empathy while interacting with clients, 
counsellors are able to build the relationship, check their own understanding, provide adequate 
support and focus their attention on the client (Hanna, 2001).  

Lastly, it is important to mention that client contribution is equally important in the counselling 
process, as he/she influences the level of therapist’s empathy (Elliott, et. al, 2011). In fact, empathy 
appears to be a mutual process of shared communicative attunement (Orlinsky et al., 1994). It is 
worth noting, however, that when counsellors are truly empathic, they attune to their clients’ 
needs and accordingly adjust how and how much they express empathy (Duan & Hill, 1996; Martin, 
2000). Therefore, even though effective empathy requires a two-way honest interaction, 
counsellor’s high empathetic attitude ensures more likely successful counselling sessions. 

 

Empathy skills in practice  

Empathy is a major element of counselling process. Part of being a truly empathetic counsellor, is to 
be able to detect clients’ reactions and adjust how and how much he/she express empathy. In line 
with several authors (e.g., De Haan, 2008; De Haan, Culpin & Curd, 2009; Rogers, 1973, Klonek, et. 
al, 2019) functional socio-emotional skills predict counsellor empathy.  

Among the most common ways counsellors can use in order to get into their client’s shoes are: 

✔ Put aside their viewpoints: People often don't realize the extent to which their own 
experiences and beliefs are influencing how they perceive other people and situations. 
Muting themselves down a bit in order to put those things aside can help them focus on the 
person in front of them and help them tune in better to what is happening for him or her. 

✔ Listen intently: Sometimes people listen to others while already developing their response 
or defence to what they are saying. Not only are they not able to hear what others are 
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saying, but they often miss key pieces of information that can help them better understand 
what the other person is trying to convey. Counsellors should give themselves permission to 
turn down the volume on their own voice and turn up the volume on the other person's 
voice. 

✔ Use their imagination: As people share experiences, emotions with counsellors, the latter 
have to try to imagine what it is like to be them. They have to use the images their clients 
are sharing, their emotions, or their circumstances and try to place themselves there, just to 
see what it might feel like to be them in these moments. 

✔ Try not to fix or downsize others’ experiences: When people are around someone in need, 
especially when they are experiencing challenging emotions, it can be easy for them to want 
to jump in and fix it. Even though in that way, people are trying to be helpful, this can leave 
others feeling unseen and unheard, thus undermining the counselling process. 

✔ Be curious and make sure they understand what the client is saying, using active listening 
techniques: Asking questions about experiences, using active listening techniques, helps 
people feel seen and heard and it's a nice way to practice empathy. Counsellors who show 
an active interest in making sure they understand what the client is saying acquire higher 
levels of empathy, whereas low empathy ratings were given when there was “little interest 
in the point of view and in the experiences of the client” (Brueck et al., 2006, Klonek, et. al, 
2019). Paraphrasing the clients’ statements or using summaries positively predict counsellor 
empathy, as typical behaviours associated with empathy are paraphrasing or addressing the 
client’s feelings (e.g., Rogers, 1973, Korman, Bavelas, & De Jong, 2013). When counsellors 
paraphrase their client’s statements, show appreciation, and use humorous expressions 
(Sultanoff, 2003) build on empathy and retain a positive working alliance (Klonek, et. al, 
2019). 

✔ Non-verbal signals can also help counsellors understand how the client responds in their 
empathetic approach. When their empathic responses have been successful, it can evident 
from the client’s response, a nod of the head or a positive verbal response. If their empathic 
responses have not been accurate, the client will probably indicate this non-verbally by 
stopping, fumbling or becoming frustrated. Being aware of these signs will assist counsellors 
in relating to the challenging client. They may need to adjust their approach if the client is 
not responding to them.  

 

Methods of empathy skills improvement 
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Self-awareness and reflection can serve in identifying our own emotions and emotions of others. 
Moreover, self-monitoring can be used to reflect on how we express emotions. Self- awareness 
and self-monitoring serve in understanding our own experiences and emotions which is a first and 
important step in developing empathy. On the other hand, mindfulness techniques enhance 
personal attunement and provide attentional and emotional self-regulation. Therefore, self-
awareness and mindfulness techniques can prove beneficial in cultivating empathy. 

As an example, a type of mindfulness meditation called loving-kindness meditation (LKM) has been 
shown to increase cognitive empathy levels in masters-level counselling students (Leppma & Young, 
2016). In fact, empirical research showed that six weeks (six-hour-long, weekly sessions) of 
practicing this loving-kindness meditation was enough to increase empathy levels, indicating it is an 
accessible way for all therapists to increase their own levels of empathy. 

Cognitive processes, such as role-taking and communication skills training can also supplement 
counsellors’ self-improvement since cognitive empathy is based in switching attention to take 
another’s perspective (Mead, 1934). In fact, a study’s results   suggested that   taking   client’s   
perspective   in   viewing   their   life situations   as   well   as   managing   one’s   own   reactions   to   
the   client’s   distress, contribute to the development   of   counselling   self-efficacy among 
counsellors-in-training (Khattar & Gawali, 2014). 

 

Furthermore, empathy can be developed and improved by regular practicing among counsellors. 
Over time, the ability to understand and relate to the emotions of others becomes stronger and 
among useful techniques to practice empathy are: 

- Talking to other people. Practitioners have to make it a point to begin conversations with 
people they meet and see across their day-to-day interactions. While engaging in the 
conversation, paying particular attention to what that person is feeling is of high 
importance. 

- Noticing body language cues. This can include the tone of voice, subtle shifts in energy and 
other types of nonverbal communication. 

- Focusing on listening without interrupting. Managing both the distractions and their own 
feelings and working on staying emotionally attuned throughout the conversation are good 
techniques for improving empathy. Focusing on understanding the how’s and why’s in each 
conversation and active listening can help strengthen counsellors’ emotional understanding 
and empathy. 

- Trying to understand people, even when they don't agree with them. 
- Asking people questions to learn more about them and their lives. 

https://www.verywellmind.com/understand-body-language-and-facial-expressions-4147228
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- Imagining themselves in another person's shoes. 
- Taking action. Counsellors should first recognize that they can do things to make a 

difference in someone else's life. 
- Lastly, in the context of self-improvement and reflecting upon someone’s own career 

counselling approaches, practitioners can benefit from using video-based analyses. By 
coding their own sessions, counsellors have a tool to “systematically understand their 
micro-behavioural repertoire within a session”, allowing inspection of specific behaviours 
and interactions (Klonek., et. al,2019) even if these assessments are still relatively 
uncommon in career research (Hirschi, 2017). 
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