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What is EFIT?

* Emotionally Focused Individual Therapy (EFIT) is an Attachment-based Humanistic Experiential
approach to therapy. Although EFT (Emotionally Focused Therapy) is best known as a potent
couple intervention, since its inception over thirty years ago, individual and family therapy have

always been a part of the model.

* Standing on the shoulders of three decades of EFT research, primarily with couples, including
several outcome and process studies, as well as a large body of research in attachment

science, the map to LOVE and LOSS is clear and reliable and interventions tried and true.
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What are the central

assumptions surrounding loss

from an EFIT point of view?

* We are wired for connection.

(o]

Our social worlds are the ecological niche in which we grow and thrive. We need each

other like fish need water. Bonding is a biological imperative.

We have an innate psychobiological system that moves us to seek proximity with central

attachment figures during times of need.

When those others are accessible, responsive, and engaged, our nervous systems
are soothed, and we can continue to explore, learn, and grow in this ‘safe haven’ of

connection.

When those others are not available, our propensity is to protest and to respond with a
host of emotional reactions including anxiety, sadness, anger, and longing for our loved

one. In the case of loss to death, these reactions are not just likely, they are expected.

From an attachment point of view, disorganization, and disorientation in the face of loss is

a natural response, consistent with our hard-wired psychobiological system.

* Our sense of who we are is constructed and evolves in our most important relationships.

(o]

It makes sense then, that when we lose someone we love, and especially if that loved
one is someone we have relied on extensively, and especially if that loss is sudden and
traumatic, this naturally shakes our foundation, rocks our emotional balance, and leaves

us feeling uncertain of our identity and our place in the world.
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* Loss primes our hard-wired biological system.

o From attachment point of view, following loss, especially sudden and unexpected loss, we
can expect our hard-wired psychobiological system to be fully engaged, but we also can
expect the propensity to “look for and long” for our loved one to be punctuated by periods

of reprieve -- when we turn away, rather than toward the pain.

o This oscillation between proximity seeking and avoidance, this tendency to feel and
address grief in waves is what allows us to eventually get back to living again, initially eating

and sleeping and later engaging in other aspects of life.

o As the everyday world of activities is recovered, so too can our attachment hierarchies be re-
ordered or edited, paving the way for other important pillars to share space in higher ranks
of the hierarchy, while also holding on to the life we’ve lived, the story we’ve told, and the

relationships we’ve nurtured, including that with the deceased.

o As the physical pain and agony of grief shifts and turns toward a new life as exemplified by
the person’s ability to somehow reconcile the loss - to accept and make sense of it in a way

that is no longer crippling - to go on living again, there is room for our lost loved one and

there is increased space for something or someone new.
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* What do we mean when we say we can make space for our lost loved one while also

making room for something or someone new?

o From an attachment perspective, when we feel safe and secure in the arms of those we
love, we can access them from near and far, when they are away for work, or out buying
groceries. When they have been a pillar of security and shared in our joy of a job well done,
our baby’s first steps, ... or been there for us during a time of need, when our parents died,
or when we lost our job, ... we can call upon a ‘mental representation’ of these key others.
We may not hear their voices, but we can find their words. We know the advice that would

be given, the look of compassion, and the warmth of their presence.

o Key from an attachment point of view then is the assumption that as clients move through
grief and loss and into growth and resilience yields the possibility of what attachment
theorists would describe as a ‘symbolic source of security,” commonly referred to as a

‘continuing bond’ in the grief literature.
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* How does the EFIT therapist make sense of grief and chart the course for therapy?

o In EFIT, we carefully track the grief process — what we would consider a natural biologically
driven organic process, as well as the variety of emotions that accompany it. In some
circumstances, people come to us looking for a trustworthy other to join them on their
own self-initiated, self-prescribed journey of grief. In other cases, people feel stuck. They
describe feelings of immobility, paralysis, lack of motivation, depression, anger, anxiety,

guilt, shame.

o The combination, frequency and intensity of such emotions vary as a function of numerous
factors, including, for example, pre- and post-loss factors, such as prior loss or trauma,
as well as circumstantial factors such as the type of loss and the nature of the relationship
with the deceased, and a host of other variables such as the grieving individual’s natural

propensity to cope and the breadth and depth of their social network.
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o These emotions and experiences | have described are typical, expected, organic -

common responses to loss - so how do people get stuck? Central from an EFIT point of
view, an attachment-based humanistic experiential model of therapy, is the assumption
that we are hard-wired for connection and that we are intrinsically motivated to grow.

If we consider emotions the motivating force that move us, when we get stuck, most
typically, it is because we have not moved through the emotions associated with some
key event, perhaps a trauma or loss event, or it could be a relationship event or set of
events. Caught in an absorbing state of being triggered, then reflexively and automatically
shutting down, lashing out or some combination of both, we remain stagnant. Our world

shrinks rather than expands. Growth is foiled rather than fostered.
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How does the EFIT therapist work with grief and loss?

In EFIT, after joining with and creating a ‘safe haven alliance’ with our clients, and getting
to know them and their worlds, we then move to understand the prototypical ways in
which they move (or don’t move) through the world emotionally and relationally. We help
them to identity their own pattern of trigger and response, and the blocks or barriers

that are preventing them from living fully. A relational therapy, once blocks are identified,
encounters with key others are choreographed to help clients move through the emotions
that might have been intolerable, unacceptable, or unsafe to feel at the time of pivotal

events that have shaped their views of themselves and others.

Naturally embedded in an emotional process as it is, grief is not paralyzing. To the
contrary it is mobilizing. Seen through an attachment and EFIT lens, as people move with
and through the emotions inherently associated with grief, they find themselves and their
inner emotional worlds, and are better equipped to seek and find security in others and

build a new life while retaining the old.

Sarah felt stuck when we met. “He was the love of my life,” she said, he was her rock, and
now he had left her to deal with the biggest loss of her life. She was alone. As | joined with
Sarah, it became clear that she had not had opportunity to allow herself to feel, fully and
completely, the magnitude of the loss she felt in those final moments with her husband,
only weeks after his diagnosis ‘between curtains,’” in the emergency ward of their local
hospital. Her energy and resources were diverted elsewhere, to supporting her husband

and their children. “There was nothing left for her.” She was in ‘survival mode.’
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o As we revisited (imaginally and experientially) those final moments together some months

later in the same hospital, and as Sarah became absorbed in the experience, attending to
herself and her inner emotional world, she was able to acknowledge the sense of loss she
felt, and the profound sense of longing. Rather than supporting her husband to relinquish
himself of the pain and agony he had been enduring, and her children in saying good-bye
to their father, she was able to find and articulate her own reality. “Don’t leave me. | don’t
want you to go. | want you back,” she said, with tear-filled eyes and with a lump in her
throat that was palpable to both of us. She cried. And as she accessed the felt presence of

her husband of forty plus years, his weathered hands, and his warm embrace, she sobbed.

In EFIT terms, as she found her truth in those final moments, more of herself and her
inner experience, she also was more able to access her partner as a resource. She was
no longer alone — and she was no longer shut off from her own needs and longings — a

“corrective emotional experience.”

As we say in EFIT, let’s slow this down. What happened? What did we do? As we joined
with Sarah in her most vulnerable moments, those final moments with her husband, it
became clear that she was unable to be fully present with herself, to acknowledge, tune
into, and express her own fears, needs, longings and vulnerabilities. That would have felt
selfish. Instead, she focused on her family. It was only in experientially revisiting that final
chapter together that she/we realized this to be so. Once identified, we were able to replay
those moments, not alone, but with the support of the therapist, and with her husband,

now a ‘symbolic source of security.’
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The block now identified and removed, we can trust the organic grief process to continue

to take hold, and for Sarah to continue to move into fully living again, not in the life
she had, but with aspects of it still intact, and with the promise of ongoing growth and

resilience.

In EFIT, we talk about stages of GROWTH. We talk about moving people into a felt
sense of security, in themselves and others, a platform for growth and resilience, the

kind of growth that also lasts a lifetime.

We assume that people will grow within and between sessions, over the course of therapy,
and beyond therapy. In stage 3 of EFIT, the organic growth process now kick-started and
fully underway, the goals of therapy are to consolidate, integrate and celebrate the gains

that have been made.

As Sarah reflected on her own grief process over the years, she highlighted various
changes. “l can look at things | couldn’t look at before, his apple tree. When he first died, |

couldn’t look at it without collapsing. | can now look at it and get some joy.”

As blocks to grief and to growth are identified and removed, the landscape of our
lives become brighter, clearer, more complete. The picture gets bigger. There is more

clarity.
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o Continuing to recount differences between then and now, she reflected, “I can look back

and know we had a normal marriage. We fought, we had times that were tough, all part of
the reality of a relationship. When he first died,” she smiled, “no, everything was golden.” In

that moment, we both smiled, a long knowing smile.

o When Sarah attended a follow-up session some weeks later, Steve’s apple tree now
beginning to show signs of spring, various indications of ongoing growth were evident
Sarah had shared some time with her husband as planned, and she had given him
numerous updates concerning their family. She also had told him that the cedar box that
held his ashes, engraved with an eagle atop would have a companion box to one day hold
her ashes. It too would bear the crest of an eagle. Side by side, the eagles would face each

other, allowing them to hold one another’s gaze. She concluded, “Eagles mate for life.”
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therapeutic alliances. These attributes assist clients to dive deep into emotional

experiences and arise with newfound understanding.
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EFT Resources

EFT: Attachment Science in Practice

p\ For Mental Health Practitioners

(© 15 hours | 6 weeks

Join Sue Johnson and expert trainers in this interactive online course on
Emotionally Focused Therapy. You'll learn how to integrate and effectively use
EFT and Attachment science in therapeutic practice working with Individuals,

Couples and Families.

VIEW COURSE >

About the course

Attachment Theory has emerged as the most profound, research-based understanding of how we develop as human
beings — our emotions, our ways of thinking and acting and our habitual ways of engaging with others. Specifically,
attachment science has cracked the code of love and loving, showing us how our sense of self develops and is con-
tinuously shaped in the dance with others. A sense of secure connection with others has been linked to resilience and
a more coherent positive sense of self while a lack of secure attachment has emerged as a risk factor for every form of

mental health problem.

Grounded with thirty years of process and outcome research, Dr Sue Johnson’s Emotionally Focused Therapy, takes
the attachment perspective out of the research lab and into therapy sessions with individuals, couples, and families.
Join Sue and learn how the principles of attachment theory translate into organic, on target interventions that allow

therapists to create significant moments of change in every session.

In this introductory course, Sue outlines the principles of EFT and Attachment theory and how they help a therapist
stay on target in every session. Using attachment science as a map to the emotional life of adults, Sue makes sense
of problems and provides clear examples of how to create change, simplifying complex narratives of dysfunction and
negative relationship cycles. Each week through beautifully crafted videos, animations, and therapy demonstrations,
Sue outlines & demonstrates a simple set of macro & micro-interventions that have been shown to create intrapsychic

and interpersonal change across all modalities.
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Short Videos about Emotionally Focused Therapy
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ATTACHMENT & £ IN PRACTICE

Dr St (Jobeson

Why is secure attachment healthy? The Research on EFT

EFT for Individuals Connection and a secure base

VIEW MORE VIDEOS >
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