Excerpted from Dr. Kathy McGuire’s Focusing In Community: How To Start A Listening/Focusing Support Group, 1981, 2007, available at www.cefocusing.com ****
BASIC SKILLS

THE LISTENING/FOCUSING EXCHANGE (FOCUSING PARTNERSHIP )
1. What is Empathic Listening?    


The following are the most “simple” instructions I could come up with to help people start trying the new way of relating called “Empathic Listening”. The list of Suggested Readings at the end of the Chapter directs you to some other people’s attempts at explaining empathic, or reflective, listening. The exercises at the end of the Chapter enable you to start practicing Listening with a few other people. You will want to come back to the instructions below many times after you start practicing Listening. You may also want to arrange to attend a Listening/Focusing workshop or to have a Listening/ Focusing  teacher come to work with your group.  Resources are listed in Chapter Eight.


Empathic Listening is based on a philosophy which says that, when a person is being unclear on what to do next, or needing help, the best possible thing you can do is to help her find words for the “intuitive feel” of the issue, the “felt sense”—that being able to symbolize the bodily-felt Edge of confusion or trouble leads to change in that trouble and the possibility for new actions and decisions.  Once the person has been able to symbolize in words what is going on inside, solutions and next steps will come from within the person herself.  So Empathic Listening is used to help the person to find words.  The best way to do this is mainly by: 

1) Helping the person to talk and saying back, either in her own words or in a paraphrase of your own, what you have heard her say.

2) Then she can check these words against the feelings inside, and
3) Try talking again, trying to find better words for those feelings.

Again, you help just by saying back what you have heard her say. It is the process of saying back, and not any advice or opinions or suggestions of your own, which is most powerful as a way of helping the person to find her own words for the experience she is having.
When Listening is successful in helping a person to get words connected with “felt meanings,” the person being listened to has the experience of getting “unstuck”, releasing tension (often tears or anger), and forming some concept for the situations, past and present, which are involved in this feeling in her.  She also has the experience of saying feelings which she has been taught to be ashamed of or to fear and of having them received with warm understanding by another person.  The Listener has the experience of seeing and understanding the other person without distortion and sharing intimately in his or her inner world.  This “seeing” can be a powerful almost magical experience which may bring tears of recognition, or empathy.


Listening is best done as a sharing between equals, an exchange of Listening/Focusing turns.  Each person has a chance at helping and a chance at finding words for her own troubled place.  Two people set aside some time (usually from twenty minutes to an hour for each of them), and sit facing each other and close enough to touch if that kind of support arises in the interaction.  First, one person talks while the other listens.  Then, for the second hour, it’s done the other way around.  Listening turns should feel, not like a dreaded “psychotherapy hour”, but a looked-forward-to chance to get some time for yourself, to go inside and get in touch with yourself.

2. Four Basic Types of Response (Table 3.1)
1) Pure Reflection (Basic Reflective Listening)


PURE REFLECTION---SAYING BACK OR PARAPHRASING



WHAT THE PERSON HAS SAID:



  “It sounds like you are saying…”    or,



“You’re saying…”   or,

   

“The important part in there seems to be…”

 
You will use this response about three times as often as any of the other types of responses.  Sometimes you will say back the exact same words the person said to you.  Sometimes you will pick up the underlying sense or emotional meaning of what she is saying and give that back.  The assumption is that just hearing back what one has said and going on from there to make more words is the most potent way of finding words for a feeling place.  As long as a process of further exploration is going on, simple reflection is sufficient.  Other types of responses are used only when reflection is not enough—when the person is going around in circles or seems to have run out of things to say.

First, you need to try to get your inside “clear” so that there is a free space for the other person’s words to fall into.  This is the hardest part and means setting aside all your own issues, your preconceptions, your reactions, your needs.  It can often only be accomplished by getting yourself “listened to” on the issues which always get in the way, e.g., wanting to perform,  feeling defensive if the other person is different from you, being impatient with the other for being stuck in bad places.  Once you are really “clear” inside, listening happens almost naturally.  You need to learn to discriminate when you are clear and when you are not, and to listen only when you are clear.


Pure Reflection is used as a way of deepening the person’s experiencing, of helping her to get out of her head, or intellectual understanding, and into her feelings about the whole situation.

TABLE  3.1

FOUR BASIC TYPES OF RESPONSE

1. Pure Reflection  (Basic Reflective Listening):
Saying back or paraphrasing what the person has said, with an emphasis

on reflecting the feeling tone:  “It sounds like you’re saying…” or

“You are saying…” or “The important part in there seems to be…”

2. Asking for more:

Asking the person to say more about words she has already used;

inviting her to go further:  “Can you say more about…” or “What did

you mean by the word ‘jealousy’?”


      3.
Focusing Invitation:

Inviting the listenee to be quiet  and “sense into” the “felt sense”:

“Can you just sit quietly and pay attention to the feeling there, the ‘felt sense’ ?”

“Would it be okay to ‘sit with’ the sense of ‘sadness’ and see what comes?”

             4.
Personal sharings:

Any responses which are your own thoughts, feelings, or intuitions (to

be used only in turns longer that twenty minutes and to be used 

sparingly, followed by a return to reflection of feelings).


It is not enough to simply say back the content being said.  It is also essential to reflect back any unsaid feelings from the person’s tone of voice (she may sound angry, depressed, excited), her body posture, facial expressions, and gestures (she may look angry, depressed, excited), and your own guesses at what a person in her situation might be feeling (she may say that her mother died when she was very young—you may guess that she might be feeling sad; she may relate a long list of unsatisfying attempts to get her needs met, and you might guess that she may be feeling frustrated.


Reflections of unsaid feelings are always offered only as guesses—the person then can check your guess against her inside feelings and come up with a more accurate word (e.g.: she may say, “No, it’s not ‘frustrated’; it’s more like ‘hopeless’”). Guesses needn’t be right—the important thing is that they lead the person to look at what’s happening in terms of her feelings about it, to ask herself, “Well, if it’s not that, what am I feeling about this?”


Pure Reflection is important—it offers possibilities for growth that do not exist if the listenee just talks on and on without interruption.  It enables the person to do something different that she can do alone, to stop circling around and to learn something new.  It should be frequent—every sentence or two.  A person not used to reflection may just go on and on.  It is important to stop her and say back what she is saying whenever you have heard s much as you can hold on to.  Otherwise, you will get lost and cease to be in interaction with her, and she will be as alone inside as always. 


 The interaction is important—it alone can help the person to do something different.  So insist upon stopping the person and insist that she stops long enough to hear what you have to say back, even if she acts as though your saying back is not needed by her (this “insisting” would not be cruel or harsh, but more like saying, “I really want to make sure that I am understanding you, so I’d like you to wait a minute while I try to say back what you have said so far.”).


At the other extreme, you need to guard against reflecting too much, saying a lot of details which are not really important to the central meaning of what the person is trying to symbolize.  The look on the person’s face is your best guide to when you are saying too much—if she looks bored or confused, you may be giving back too much detail and not placing enough emphasis on the meaningful part.  


On the other hand, if you condense what she says too much, you may flatten her experiencing, losing important images and aspects.  Think of reflections as a way of deepening, of painting the picture of the feeling or events conveyed so that they come back more richly, more potently, and enable the person to go further.  It is important that your reflections keep drawing together the whole sense of what the person is laying out—you should give back not just the last thing that the person said, but the way it connects to things said earlier, always helping her to hear the full impact of what she has been saying.


Here are some examples of what a person might say and what a Pure Reflection of it might sound like:

a) LISTENEE:  “I want to talk about the situation with my roommate.  We used to be 

                            really good friends and now we never talk at all.  Now she shares

                            everything with the girl across the hall and just ignores me if I try to

                            talk to her.  And besides that, she complains about me to other people.

                            I just don’t understand it—we used to share everything and now there’s

             
    nothing”.

    LISTENER:    “So something has really changed in your relationship with your 

                             roommate.  You used to be really good friends and now there’s  

 
                 nothing—or even maybe that she’s mad at you.”

     LISTENEE:  “Yeh.  Like I just don’t understand it.  Yesterday when I asked her to

                             sit down and talk about it, she said she didn’t have time; she had to go

                             to  the library.  And then I find out that some guy called her up, and she

                             went out with him for a beer!  She didn’t have time for me, and then

                            she does that!”

     LISTENER: “So you asked for time and there was none, and then she goes our for a


                beer with this other guy.  Sounds pretty humiliating—like a real slap in

                       
    the face.”


     LISTENEE:  “No, I wasn’t humiliated.  I was just plain pissed—like I wanted to walk

                            right into that bar and bash her right in the face”.

b) LISTENEE: “My mother died when I was very young, and we all just grew up

 

   without her.  We never had anyone to teach us how to cook or

 

   sew—I just never learned any of those things.  Or how to make 


               friends or be with boys—we just had to learn all of that ourselves.” 

LISTENER: “Sounds sort of sad to do all that growing up without a mother,


               without anyone to show you what to do”.

LISTENEE:  “Yeh. Sad (some tears)…sad, and like lost too early (tears).”

LISTENER:  “Sad, and lost too—like you just didn’t know what to do.”

c) LISTENEE:  “What a week!  First, the washing machine broke down, and you know

                            how it rained all day Tuesday and has been so cold—and you know

                            how my arthritis hurts in the cold—and that party we were supposed to

                            go got called off, and you just can’t trust people anyway—and my

                            husband got called out of town—and I just don’t know how I even

                            managed to get there!”

    LISTENER:  “So everything has gone wrong this week—the washing machine,

                            the rain and cold and arthritis, no party, and nobody home to help you.

                            I’m thinking you must be feeling pretty frustrated and bitter and lonely
                            in the midst of all that!”

    LISTENEE:   “If only my husband had been home to help, then I could have stood all

                             the other things.”

    LISTENER:   “So part of you says:  “well, that’s to be expected.  That’s the way life is


                 but I am guessing that maybe there’s another part of you that feels sort

 

   of cheated, like maybe you should be able to get something, maybe you

                           should be a little bit important?” (This picked up from anger or

                           something in the voice tone).

   LISTENEE:  “Oh, no, I would never expect that.  Live and let live, that’s my motto.

                          Who am I to complain—worse things have happened.”

   LISTENER:   “So, mostly you feel “Oh, no, I shouldn’t get more.  This is the way life

                           is and I might as well just accept it.”

   LISTENEE:  “Yeh.  That’s right.  Live and let live”.


You will learn to judge when to say back the exact words that the person has said, and when to paraphrase in your own words or guess at feelings.  Your best guide is the look in the face of the other person—if, after your reflection, she looks up at you and says, “Huh?” or “Could you say that again?  I didn’t understand”, that’s a pretty good sign that what you said confused her instead of helping her to go on, hoping to capture it better the next time. 


On the other hand, she may say, “No.  That’s not quite right”. But go on to say more clearly what it is like.  Then you have helped her fine in enabling her to go further into he own experiencing of the situation.  And, sometimes, if you say things back in a way that really captures what the person feels, this will make a sigh of tension release in her, a feeling of relief:  “Yes, that’s what it is.  Now I know!”


Other times, if you have really been able to understand her and to see her, this may make tears in both of you and an intense feeling of warmth and love and sharing between you.

2) Asking for More

ASKING FOR MORE = ASKING THE PERSON TO SAY MORE ABOUT

WORDS SHE HAS ALREADY SAID; INVITING HER TO GO FURTHER:

“Can you say more about. . .” or “What did you mean by the word ‘jealously’?”


You will use this response when it seems like the person has run out of things to say—she has started, you have reflected, it seems like you both understand it, and there you are—finished after three minutes.  Asking for more is again a way of deepening—of helping the person to get beyond the already-known and into a deeper exploration of the meaning or feeling impact of what’s being said.  You simply ask the person to say more about a word of phrase which she has used which seemed to have a lot more behind it, to carry a lot of meaning for which new words could be made.  Often, it is a word that the person has used over and over so that it seems to stand out like a neon sign, asking to be explored further.


For instance, the person may have listed a long series of events and said several times that it just makes her “furious”, and you have reflected that (“. . .and it just makes you furious!”), and she may just say that again “Oh, I’m just furious”.  Where do you go from there?  You just ask her “Can you say more about being furious?” or “Can you say more about this furiousness?” and that will unlock a whole new series of words which can then be reflected—she may say “Well, it’s like nobody in the whole world cares about me or thinks about me in any way—they just go on obliviously without realizing that they’re affecting me, and I feel totally helpless to get it to stop.”

You reflect “So part of this furiousness is a feeling that nobody cares, that they don’t even realize that they’re hurting you and that makes you feel helpless—that there’s no way to get them to stop”, and you can go on from there with more words and more reflection until the next place where the person seems to have come to an end or to be circling, where you might look for another place to ask for more about so that the person can go deeper and find out more.

Sometimes the person may say a word or phrase which seems to touch upon the place where all the feelings are (that word may bring tears to the person’s eyes) but just go on, sliding over the feelings and getting into another happening or whatever.  Since your job is to help the person to get in touch with the feelings connected with what she is saying, it is important to stop her and to bring her back to the words where the feelings were. 

  
Again, you would simply ask for more about the words which made the tears (“Can you say more about the ‘jealousy’?” or “Can you say more about when your father died?”) or maybe even say “It seemed to make you really sad to remember your father.  Can you go back and say more about that?”

3) Focusing Invitations

FOCUSING INVITATIONS = INVITING THE LISTENEE TO 


BE QUIET FOR A MOMENT AND JUST HAVE FEELINGS,NOT WORDS: 

“Can you just sit quietly and let a feeling come to you?”; “Can you just let those tears

 come?”; “Let yourself feel that sadness”.


If Pure Reflection and Asking For More are not being sufficient to help the person to go from just talking about to experiencing life events, a specified invitation to “focus” may be called for.  Experiential Focusing is an activity done by the listenee—it means looking inward and allowing a “bodily felt sense,” something-more-than-words, to form, so that the words can then be made from the “felt sense” which they are meant to convey.


Experiential Focusing, created by Dr. Eugene Gendlin, (Focusing, 1981, 1984) is what you do if I ask you “How are you feeling?” and, instead of automatically answering “fine” or “Alright, I guess”, you really ask yourself “How am I feeling?”, get in touch with the place inside of you where you have “gut” feelings, and carefully make words for the complexity of experience that is there:  “Hmmm. . .I’m feeling mostly good, but I have this sort of ‘stuck’ feeling in relation to my work—like I’m just dreading to go back on Monday”..  “Focusing” is also what you are doing when you try to bring back into the present the feeling which you know is connected with a specific past event or situation.  

For instance, I may have noticed all week that I had a particular terrible feeling every time I was in a group situation.  During my Listening turn, I want to find out more about that feeling, to make words for it.  But, before I can make words from the feeling, I have to bring the feeling back—I sit quietly for a moment, turn my attention to those situations, and wait for  that same feeling to form right now in  the present.  I can then use that feeling as a referent to make sure that the words I am coming up with are really relevant to the feeling I have in those situations.  

The same thing applies when I decide that I want to get listened to on my old, past, childhood feelings about my father, or school, or whatever—first, I need to sit quietly and let the feeling of that whole situation come to me now, in the present, so that I can make words or it. 


Experiential Focusing is also what I do even when I am trying to choose something to be listened to on—I don’t just start talking but sit quietly and ask myself, “What do I need to work on?” and wait until I can tell from the amount of feeling or stuckness involved what I most need to work on.


Some people have never learned to Focus and do not even have much of a sense of what it means to say, “Look inside and see what you feel about it”.  They are not used to “inside” being a place that they would turn to and feel into or converse with.  At other times, a person may lose touch with her “intuitive sense” while talking and need help getting back in touch with it.


Focusing Invitations are given when the person seems to keep talking and talking without going deeper, even though you reflect and ask for more.  You might say, “Wait.  I need you to just be quiet for a minute and just let a feeling come to you,” or “I’d like you to just feel into that anger and see what comes”, or “And how does that whole thing make you feel?”  They are also given when the person is using feeling words but not experiencing the feeling.

You might say “Can you just let those tears come?”  “Can you let yourself be that anger?”  In all cases, they invite the person to find a feeling, or experiential, referent for words to come from, rather than just guessing at meaning or saying what one should feel or do.


Focusing invitations should always be open-ended, just inviting the person to turn to her “felt sense” and see what is there.  You do not direct the person to answer a specific question because this question comes from you and might not lead her where she needs to go.


Another part of Focusing Invitations is helping the person to stick with one issue until she finds out something new or deeper about it.  Often, people go from one issue to the next, saying as much as they already know and then moving on to the next.  If you find yourself being bored, this may what’s happening—the person is just telling old stories, and nothing fresh and new is being found.  You need to help the person choose one issue and to feel into it and stay focused upon it until something deeper emerges.
4) Personal Sharings

PERSONAL SHARINGS  =  ANY RESPONSES WHICH ARE YOUR OWN

       THOUGHTS,   FEELINGS   OR   INTUITIONS.

All of the other responses don’t turn the attention towards you but keep it upon

 trying to understand and to make words for the other person’s inner experience.  Your own reactions, opinions, solutions are patiently put aside as you try to help the other person to sort out her own experience—it’s her turn, not yours.

However, sometimes your own thoughts can be appropriately used to try to

 deepen the other person’s experience.  Again, you don’t use them to turn the limelight onto you but because you feel strongly that at that moment they would make an important difference in the experiencing of the other person.

Personal sharings are important for creating a warm relationship between you and

 the other person, who is sharing a lot.  When the power of simple reflection was first discovered, Listeners were told only to reflect, to act as a mirror for the other person and not add anything of their own thoughts and feelings.  However, since then, theorists have come to realize this role can be distant and inauthentic in its own way, and to acknowledge the importance of a real, very human relationship to any healing process.  

Gendlin (1970) states it well when he points out that a person is not likely to

 grow when she is coming up against another person who is being “unreal”, playing the role of “objective” mirror.  The “inauthenticity” of other people is part of what has hurt the person in the first place, and part of the healing has to be coming against, and interacting with, a “real” other person.  The helper must be “authentic”, accurately sharing her own feelings when it would be dishonest, or inauthentic, to keep these hidden.  She must be more open and honest and sharing than other people in the person’s past.  So, as Listener, you have permission to share your own thoughts and feelings and perceptions and to try out “hunches” and other techniques of therapy which you think might be helpful.

      There is no need to use “personal sharings” at all as long as you and your group

 are exchanging relatively short (ten to twenty minute) turns. During a short turn, the person being listened to needs the whole time simply to stay in touch with and to make words for her inner experiencing.  Anything other than reflection, asking for more, and an occasional focusing invitation will be experienced as an intrusion.  In such turns, any “personal sharings” should be given only when the listening turn is over, if at all.  

However, when you are competent and comfortable with reflection, and when you move to longer (one-half hour to one hour) Listening/Focusing turns, you may have the occasion to use personal sharings within turns.  Using “personal sharings” appropriately is an advanced form of response, for reasons outlined below, and should only be undertaken after at least five weeks practice with the other forms of response.

      The way to use personal sharings without losing the essence of the “listening”

 interaction is to remember that the goal of the session is to help the person to find her own words for her “intuitive sensing.” Reflecting what the other person is saying is still the most potent way of helping the other to do this.  Other things can be tried, especially if the person seems stuck and pure Reflection does not seem to be enough.  However, after each statement of another kind, it is essential to return to listening—to asking the other how this input is affecting her, what she is feeling now, and to reflect what she says for several steps before departing from Reflection again.



RULES OF THUMB:

(A) FOLLOW EVERY PERSONAL SHARING WITH AN 


IMMEDIATE RETURN TO REFLECTION OF FEELING

(B) USE REFLECTION OF FEELING THREE TIMES AS OFTEN


AS YOU USE ANY OTHER FORM OF RESPONSE


If you find yourself offering one personal sharing after the other, then you know that you have lost touch with the basic power of Reflection to produce change.


Secondly, allowing personal sharings places responsibility on the Listener to be capable of being open, honest, “authentic”, able to know herself clearly. If your perceptions or feelings are greatly distorted by your own issues and “stucknesses”, then you will be giving inaccurate information to the Listenee.

  The way to become “authentic” is by getting listened to a lot yourself, so that you get your own issues and old hurts “cleaned up” and become more and more “clear” and free of distortion or at least able to sense when you are being unclear and to communicate that honestly.  Only then can you give feedback which is accurate or be aware of when your own issues are clouding your ability to be a good listener at a particular time.


Thirdly, you have to become aware of the impossibility of ever being sure that you know what another person is thinking and feeling.  You can see behavior, but you can only guess at the person’s inner motives or reasons for behaving a certain way.  Most often, people place an immediate interpretation on what they see without even knowing it.  You may see the person’s jaw tighten, but it can only be a guess that she is being angry.  However, we tend to say, “I see you   being angry, and I’m not sure what that is about”, and then you and the person may fight about whether she was angry or not, although you may agree that her jaw tightened.

At this point, the Listening philosophy chooses to say that, if you and the person disagree on what the person is feeling, the person is more “right” than you are.  This is, perhaps, an a priori assumption of the Listening philosophy—it can’t necessarily be proved.  But if the philosophical choice is between saying I am right or the person is right, we side with the person.  “Rightness” doesn’t mean absolute or objective “rightness”—perhaps this can never be known—but simply that it is the person who is having the inner experiencing and what is “right” for her is what is “real” at this time.


Here, Empathic Listening departs from other kinds of therapies, which may say that the therapist, because she is more experienced or because many of a person’s motivations are “unconscious”, knows better than the client and that her interpretations of the client’s behavior are “right”.


Listeners believe that other people’s inaccurate interpretations of a person’s inner experience are what have made that person lose touch with her “intuitive sensing” in the first place—while we may argue “right” and “wrong”, we are in agreement that being forced to accept other people’s interpretations of your behavior is not healing. Since healing is what we are about, we help the other to learn to trust her own ability to make words for her inner experience and do not become invested in proving to the person that what we see about her is true.  We are interested in helping the person to make words for her present experiencing, her “intuitive sensing,” the “bodily-felt sense” that holds next steps.  

This is different from having the person immediately become aware of everything that we can see about her.  So I may have a lot of “interpretations” of the person’s voice or body posture or gestures which I do not share right now, because they do not seem relevant to the present experiencing that the person is trying to make words for.  If the person is presently feeling hurt, my intuition that there is also anger there may be meaningless—it may not make contact with the person’s present ability to experience.  On the other hand, I may guess at “anger”, and the person may say, “Yes.  I can find anger in there” and move forward from there.  Again, I can guess at anything but must always return to listening to see how my guess affected the person’s experiencing, and go with whatever is there.


Empathic Listening is the opposite of forcing your interpretations upon the other person—it is an attempt to provide the maximum possibility that the person will learn to find her own words for what she is feeling.  
Types of Personal Sharings (Table 3.2)

(a)  Intuitions:  These are ideas or senses you have about feelings or issues or connections which you keep feeling are basic to the other person’s concern but which the person hasn’t mentioned—they involve a “leap” beyond what the person has said rather than being a reflection of the person’s own words or feelings. 

Intuitions, because they involve a “leap” in your head, have a good chance of being “wrong” –of not fitting with the person’s experiencing as well as the words she comes up with directly from her feelings.  However, especially if you and the person seem to be “stuck”, and she is not moving along through reflection, you can try out an intuition and see if it fits for her.  If it doesn’t fit, nothing is lost—you can just drop it and go back to reflection.

Here’s an example of trying out an intuition and what might happen:

The person has been talking about his hassles with his thesis advisor, and I have been reflecting that.  He has placed a lot of emphasis on wanting his advisor to approve of him, to tell him that he’s doing well, even though on the other hand he knows that he doesn’t even like his advisor or even respect his opinions, so why should he care?  This incongruity is confusing him, and he’s getting stuck in it, not knowing where to go now. 

From my own past experiences, as well as from some theoretical learnings I have had in certain approaches to therapy, I am having a strong sense that the person is stuck because somehow this advisor reminds him of his father, and maybe he’s trying to get the approval he never got from his father from this person, and maybe if he could become aware of this he could let himself mourn the way that he never got that from his dad, feel better for having felt that, and then maybe see his advisor more realistically and get unstuck, maybe by stopping expecting approval and thereby not being disappointed or not twisting himself all around to try and get it. 

So I hazard this intuition very simply and very tentatively:  “I’m having this sort of sense that maybe in some way your advisor reminds you of your father, and you’re trying to get from him what you never got from your own dad.  Does that fit for you?” 

One thing that might happen is that the person may say, “Yes.  That’s really true” and begin to cry the tears of wanting that approval from his dad.  If that happens, I help 

him to stay with those tears and at some point may reflect what it seems they are about:  “So what makes you so sad right now is really remembering how seldom your own dad

ever told you that he was being proud of the way that you were, and that you really needed that then?” And the person may make more words for the feeling, and we will continue in a Listening way.

However, it’s just as likely that, when I share my “great” intuition, the person will look up at me blankly and say, “Huh?  I’m not sure what you mean”.  If that happens, I may try to say my hunch again in a different way, but it’s just as likely that I will sense that it’s just not going to be helpful right now, that it’s going to pull the person further and further away from his feelings and into trying to understand me, and I may just try to

drop the whole thing and help him to get back on the track he was on before I tried my “great” intervention.

I do this by saying something like “Wait.  It seems that’s just going to confuse you, and I’d like to go back to where you were before, where you were saying that it really amazes you that you are trying so hard to get this guy approval when you don’t even like him in the first place.  Can we go on from there?”, and, hopefully, after focusing in for a moment, the person will be able to get back in touch with that place in him and begin to make more words for it.  As long as I can help the person get back to where he was, nothing has been lost, and possibly something has been gained, from my personal sharing.

(b) Feedback:  These are impressions about the other person, how you see the other person.  Again, since these are concocted in your own head, they do not bear the same kind of hold on “rightness” as words which come from the other person’s own experience, but, at times, again especially if the person seems stuck and not going further, feedback can have an important impact on the person’s experiencing, and again, if it doesn’t fit or make a difference for her, you can drop it and go back to reflection.

 Positive feedback:  Telling the person strengths of hers which you see,

especially when these seem in real contradiction with   the way she sees herself or when she seems to be getting swamped  with negative feelings about herself.  For example, the person may be overwhelmed with tears, saying “I’m so stupid”.  You might find yourself wanting to share your different perception of her:  “I hear you saying that you feel stupid, but I also want you to know that I find you to be perfectly smart and able”.

However, you are not trying to gloss over her present feeling or fix it. Hearing your feedback may allow more tears to come, tears for the person who got told she was stupid.  But, if your feedback seems to stop this process of going further into the feeling, if the person says:  “I know what you mean but that doesn’t stop the bad feeling, “then you need to drop your stance and go back to reflection:  “So the important thing right now is that you feel really stupid, and that makes you cry”, and the tears, or going further, may be released again.

Negative feedback:  TO BE USED WITH CAUTION
Mainly, you are on the person’s side, helping her to counter all the hurts she has received from other people.  It is not helpful for you to hop on the bandwagon on the other side, e.g., if the person is hurting because she has been told that she is stupid, it is inappropriate for you to say, “Do you think maybe that’s true, that you brought it on yourself?” or “I think you act stupid, too”.  

TABLE 3.2.

TYPES OF PERSONAL SHARINGS



(a)
Intuitions:    
 guesses



(b)
Feedback:      
perceptions, behavioral





           
observations, both positive






and negative

(c) Positive feelings

(d) Personal experiences



(e)
Suggestions, advice, opinions

 .
However, if you consistently perceive some way that the other person acts which you feel is getting in her way and should be brought to her attention, you might find an appropriate (when you are feeling pretty warmly connected with the person) time to share this perception and see if it is meaningful or helpful for the person.  For instance, if the person always sits back and seems not to be working during sessions, you might share your perception and how you feel about that behavior:  “When you lean back like that and smoke cigarettes, I think that you’re not interested and I feel irritated, like ‘Here you’re the one with the problem and I’, doing all the work’.  Does that make sense to you?”

  The important thing here is to go back to Pure Reflection and hear how your feedback affected the person—maybe she was hurt, maybe she has a different understanding of why she does that, maybe it unleashes an angry piece of negative feedback she has been wanting to give you (e.g., the reason she sits back like that is that she has really been experiencing you being a pompous bore and has given up any hope that you can help her).  Your perception is useful only insofar as it helps the other person to go further in exploring her own feelings

The work of Marshall Rosenberg (1979) on non-violent communication is very helpful in learning how to present information in a non-hurtful way.  Rosenberg suggests that a communication make careful distinctions between observed behavior, thoughts or interpretations, feelings, and wants.

The most hurtful part of our communication is likely to be the thoughts or

 interpretations which we make of the other person’s behavior.  It helps if we clearly label these as our own creation, not as “facts” about the other person.

Rosenberg suggests the following format for a communication:

“When you do…

(behavioral observation)

I think…


(your own thoughts and interpretations),

And I feel …


(your own feelings).

I would like it if you could…
(your want)”

For the above example, it would be:

“When you lean back and smoke cigarettes (behavior),

I think you’re not interested in working                                      (interpretation),

And I feel hurt                                                                              (feeling).  

I would like to hear what’s going on for you in that situation     (want)”.

Here are some more examples:

(a)  “Whenever we approach a sad topic, you seem to laugh a lot (behavioral observation), and I think maybe that is keeping you
 from being able to feel the sadness (interpretation).  I feel scared that   you won’t get maximum benefit from your turn (feeling).  I’d like you to notice that the next time we share turns and see what you think of it. (want)”.

(b) (The person has been talking about shyness, fear that he keeps people away somehow) “I have noticed that, when you come into a group, you tend to sit in the corner with your head down 
(behavioral observation), and I always think you don’t want to talk to anyone, (interpretation).Then I feel hesitant about approaching you  (feeling). It would help me if you could sit in the circle and maybe even say ‘I’m shy, but I’d welcome being talked to’ (want) How does that seem to you?” 

See Rosenberg’s book for further practice in the difficult business of distinguishing between observations, interpretations and feelings.

If you find yourself wanting to argue and to prove that your perception of the other is more right than the way the person sees it, then you are no longer “listening” and need to ask to process the trouble outside of the listening turn.  Giving behavioral observation makes the assumption that you are an objective observer, able to see clearly.  If you are feeling a lot of emotion about what the other person is doing and you are not “objective” but “hooked”—something in your past history is interacting with the way the other person is acting to make an interpersonal mess.  

If you are “hooked”, then you need to arrange to do Interpersonal Focusing (as in Chapter Five), perhaps with a third person present to facilitate.  It would be inappropriate in such an emotional situation to attempt to offer an observation about the behavior of the other.  You will need an opportunity to explore your feelings as well as to invite the other to do so.

There is so much danger that listeners will confuse behavioral observations with interpretations of the other that I hesitate to bring up the possibility of giving feedback, or even want to make a rule against it!  However, I have found in my own work (Boukydis, 1979) that it is often just this kind of sharing which allows something good and powerful to happen between me and the other person, to get our interaction moving again when it has gotten stuck and stale.  So I mention it, but include with it the caution that listeners need to get listened to on their own issues continuously so that they can become more and more aware of their own stuck places instead of laying these unconsciously upon the other person.

Here is an example of a behavioral observation and what might happen:

I have been exchanging listening turns with another person for several weeks.  I have found myself, almost every time after she leaves having unsettled feelings, like “I don’t think she really likes me”, or “Maybe I’m not helping her”, or “She ‘s certainly not a very grateful person”.  When I look at these feelings in me, I find mainly  that there is some way that I feel like she is acting as if I’m not helping her, as if everything I do is wrong and she thinks I’m not a very good listener.  I’m feeling frustrated, like “I don’t want to be with her with all of my good things and constantly have them rejected”.  

As I stay with that feeling, it seems to connect up with the way that I often try to share warm feelings with this person toward the end of our turns (for instance, saying, “I really liked doing that”, or “I’d like to give you a hug before you go”, or “I’m feeling really warmly toward you in your hard place accompanied by some kind of warm touching).  It seems that it’s right then that she says “I don’t think this is helping me!” or “listening is really stupid”, or “What’s the difference if I share my feelings with you or not?” and runs out of the door. So I think, ‘Hmm.  Maybe there’s something about my warm feelings that makes her uncomfortable.  I’d like to hear more about how that is for her”. 

The next time I see her, I try to share this, as honestly and as carefully and as much as my own feeling and not some “fact” about her as I can.  I say “I’m finding that after you leave, I have all kinds of frustrated and hurt feelings.  I feel like you don’t like me—and I feel real rejected and sort of angry, too, and want to say, “Well, I don’t need this hassle.  I’m just not going to be around her anymore’.  But then also I feel that I do like what we’re doing together, and I think that you like it, too, so I’m real confused.  It seems to have something to do with when I share my warm feelings — right then I experience you as turning cold and distant and leaving really quickly.  So I’d like us to look at that—I’d like to hear if what I say makes any sense to you or what’s going on for you in those situations”.

She may say “Yeh.  There is something going on there.  It really scares me when you try to hug me, and yet I want that hugging more than anything.  I’d like to look at that feeling in me more” and I may reflect while she goes deeper and finds some feeling like, “This may bring tears and a whole working through of past hurts from “dishonest huggers and may end in our being able to cry together and hug because we both know that this hug, right here, is for real.

ON THE OTHER HAND, she may say “No, that really doesn’t make any sense to me.  I feel fine when I leave here, and I don’t perceive my self as being cold and distant when you hug me”.  Here I may either drop my idea saying, “Hmm.  Okay; I’ll keep looking at that when that’s happening and see what’s going on in me”, or “hmm.  I just don’t know what that is then.  Is it okay if I say next time I think it’s happening, and we look at it right then?” and she may say, “Fine.  Let’s try that”.  

OR we may decide that she will listen to me on my feelings of being rejected, and I may go deeper and find my own stuck places—it maybe that, even when people are being warm, I see them as cold and distant because of my own past hurts, or I just can’t believe that I could be a good listener and am projecting that on her.

The important thing in the above example is that, whatever the trouble is between the two people, it is an interaction—it is as much trouble because of the way I am as because of the way she is.  We will both have sides to it, or understandings of what’s going on there and ways in which what we see and feel is based on our own past ways of being with people.  We both can probably use a chance to be listened to on how it is for us—who gets listened to first, whether we both choose to go deeper or not, depends upon mutual agreement.  I cannot be sure that she was cold and distant and needs to look at that most urgently.  Again, the listening philosophy differs here from some approaches to therapy, which might say that it is only the client who needs to look at her side of the trouble.

It seems important to say that this is another type of personal sharing but that, because of the difficulties of doing it without laying a trip, or false interpretation, upon the other, you should hold off using it until you have had some experience with Interpersonal Focusing and all of the issues involved.

(c) Positive feelings you are having toward the person—again these are not offered haphazardly or to make the person like you or to gloss over her bad feelings.  They are offered because they are:

· truly authentic sharings from you and

· seem relevant to the feeling place the person is in.

For instance, if the person has been crying and you have been touched, it might be important to say ”I’m feeling very warmly toward you right now, and liking you a whole lot”, especially since this statement may go counter the person’s fear that crying is bad and may bring out more feeling in her.

(d) Personal experience (“That has happened to me, too”).  Sometimes you may find yourself feeling that the person needs to feel less alone, to know that she is not the only person in the world who has ever hated her mother, or make a fool out of herself, or been left by a boyfriend.  If you have had similar experience and want to say that, that’s okay. 

 However, it’s easy to get lost here in belittling the other person’s experience (“Oh, that’s nothing.  It happens to everyone”) or turning the attention to you, so that the listenee almost ends up helping you figure out what to do.  The sharing should be done for it’s possible use to the other person:  to increase the warmth between the two of you, to make her feel less alone, to let her hear how you solved it and see if that applies to her.

(e)  Suggestions, advice, opinions:  Again, there is space for these offered for what they’re worth to the listenee but dropped if they seem to distract her from steps in her inner experiencing.  For instance, if the person is being listened to on being afraid of being pregnant and not knowing what to do, it may be appropriate at some point to tell her that you know of an excellent doctor that she might see.  It would be stupid to keep this good and useful information from her.  

But, on the other hand, it may not be information but a chance to feel her scaredness that she needs.  The important thing is not to get involved in giving advice or suggestions instead of working with feelings or out of your own anxiety about wanting to fix things.  Again, most importantly, if it seems like your offering has pulled the person outward into trying to understand you and away from her own feeling sense of the problem, then drop the suggestion and return to reflection by saying back the last thing you heard her say.



A REMINDER;



IN SHORT LISTENING TURNS (FIFTEEN MINUTES OR LESS),



IT’S BEST TO HOLD ALL PERSONAL SHARINGS UNTIL THE



END, SO THAT THE PERSON CAN USE THE TIME TO GET IN



TOUCH WITHOUT  DISTRACTION.

3. How To Be With Feelings

The listenee may get in touch with tears, anger, fear which have not been allowed to be expressed. These “feelings-without- words” have gotten “stuck,” almost like a bodily block to going any further or acting any differently or even thinking about the situation which is causing the trouble.  Part of the power of Focusing to effect change lies in allowing these emotions to be expressed, while paying attention to the deeper “intuitive sensing” which gives meaning and allows a next step to come, instead of just repeating the same “emotion” over and over. 

Gendlin (1974) talks about having Focusing as a living forward—not just that the emotions are there and have to get out but more that Focusing upon the felt meanings underlying the emotion is the next step in a blocked process of living.  As words or images are created out of the “felt sense” underlying the emotion, that whole area of living is “carried forward.” New next steps (thoughts, solutions, actions) are allowed to come forward.  So, using Focusing with the “felt sense” is going forward, allowing steps to emerge which could not be taken before. It is a change process:  the person is now different and new behaviors and thoughts and solutions are able to arise.


The listener does not want to block, or to cut off, the expression of  emotions.  If your good Listening has helped the person to find the words which release an emotion, then you want to allow that emotion to be “carried forward.” This involves allowing the emotion to be expressed but also gently using Focusing Invitations to invite the Focuser to pay attention to the “felt sense,” the “more than words” that underlies the emotion.

If the Focuser begins to cry, just stay there quietly and let the crying happen.  Reflection right at the moment of crying may actually interfere with the expression of the emotion and distract the Focuser away from the felt meaning which is already in awareness.  It may be enough just to sit quietly or maybe to gently encourage the crying if it seems to be stopping.  However, remember the words that made the feeling come, and, if the tears or anger or fear stops, reflect those words again.

For instance, if the person says, “I’m so lonely” and cries, just let the tears come quietly or acknowledge their okayness gently (“It’s okay to cry” or just encouraging with a gentle ‘umhm”).  Then, if the tears stop, you might say, “The words that make the tears are about how lonely you’ve been”, and this may allow more tears to come.

However, more importantly, reflecting the words encourages the Focuser to pay attention to the “felt meaning,” the “felt sense,” that underlies the emotion. It is not enough to express emotions. It is Focusing upon the deeper meanings, the “felt sense,” which allows change to happen.


A word should be said about touching the person or crying your own tears along with the person, since these are often our most human reactions to being with another in her pain.  Of course, touching or holding the person or crying with her is often the most natural response that comes in you as a listener, and this is just fine and can often be the most important part of the powerful sharing which is happening between you.  The thing there is to be sensitive to the effect of your tears or touching upon the other person and to notice whether they are enabling Focusing to continue or, for some reason, cutting it off.  


For some people, seeing your empathic tears may be the very thing which allows their feeling to be okay, to come forward.  But for other people, seeing your tears may interfere—because of the way that they are, they may decide that you are falling apart and that they need to stop crying and come out to help you!  If this happens, it often works just to acknowledge this, to try to set your own tears aside, and to say something like “It seems that my tears made you stop crying, and I want you to know that I’m just fine, and I’d like to invite you to go back to your crying place”, perhaps accompanied by a reflection of the words that first allowed the crying to come.  Usually, this is all that’s needed to let the person return to expressing the emotion and Focusing upon the deeper “felt meaning.”  

The same applies to gentle touching—sometimes, having a hand to hold or some gentle touch on the knee or even someone to hug onto may provide a person with the safety needed to let the tears come fully.  However, for other people, even the slightest touch may be not good—they may be able to cry only if they are left totally alone (touching may mean to them that you are pitying them, and they’d rather be strong than let that happen, or whatever). With touching, it is often good to start out really tentatively, only with a slight touch.


If you find that you get overwhelmed with tears whenever the listenee cries (so that in some way it is true that you are falling apart!), then you need to take some time during your own Focusing turns to be listened to on what’s happening for you there, to cry your own backlog of tears or deal with your own fears about feeling tears or anger, so that, as a listener you can become more and more acceptant of (and even excited about) the listenee’s expression of feelings.

4. Putting It All Together

Here’s a Listening/Focusing  turn, using the four different kinds of responses :

Type of

Response                                                             DIALOGUE
          

Listenee
“I never feel good around other people—like I’m 





really lacking in self-confidence, and it really shows

Reflection:

Listener:
“So the issue you want to work on has to do with 






self-confidence, with never feeling good around 






other people and that it really shows”.




Listenee:
“Like I’ll be feeling contented and then all the






sudden I’ll feel real self-conscious, like everyone is






looking at me and not liking what they see”.”.

Reflection

Listener:
“So when this lack of self-confidence happens,






You’re real self-conscious—like everyone ‘s






looking, and they don’t like what they see”.




Listenee:
I think the most basic thing is that I just feel






ugly”. (Pause)

Asking for

Listener:  
“Can you say more about the “ugliness”?

More

Listenee:
“That my face is really ugly—that my skin is






Is always breaking out and just looks rough”.

Reflection

Listener:
“So the ugliness is around how your skin is—






That your face is always breaking out and 






looking rough”.

|Reflection

Listenee:
“And I feel ugly inside, too—like I’m a 






selfish, bad person”.

Reflection

Listener:
“So it’s not just your skin, but your inside, too,






That’s ugly”.




Listenee:
“Yeh—that I’m just selfish and bad”.

|Reflection

Listener:
“So the ugliness inside has to do with being






selfish—selfish and bad”.




Listenee:
“Yeh.”

Asking for

Listener:
“Can you say more about being selfish—how

More.



That is?”




Listenee:
“Well, I try really hard to think about other






People and not about myself, but still sometimes 






People say that I’m selfish—that I didn’t think






about them”.

Reflection

Listener:
“So, it’s not so much you who thinks you’re selfish,






but what other people say—you even try really hard






not to be selfish”.




Listenee:
“And when I’m feeling that way, then I get real






Self-conscious about my skin—like I don’t want






anyone to look at me”.

Reflection:

Listener:
“So when you’re believing what someone says and






feeling selfish, that’s when you start being aware






of your skin and wanting to hide your face—like






you are ugly both inside and out”.

Focusing 

Listener:
“Can you stop a minute and just let yourself feel

Invitation



that bad felling, of trying so hard to be good and 






then believing that, in fact, you’ve been selfish and 






bad and ugly?”




Listenee:
(Quiet focusing, then tears) “It’s so terrible to






Think you’re all bad and rotten inside”. (tears)

Reflection

Listener:
(After pause) “So what’s so painful is believing 






That you are bad and rotten inside and out”.




Listenee:
“Yeh”.  (more tears)

Positive

Listener
(After pause) “I’m having a real sense of wanting

Feedback



to tell you that I don’t see you as ugly and bad—






That I have seen lots of times when you weren’t






Selfish at all but very caring—and that I think 






you’re pretty, too—on the outside”.






(gentle touches Listenee on the knee)




Listenee:
“But then why do people say I’m ugly?” (more






tears)

Reflection

Listener:
 (after pause)”So what’s still painful in there is that 






People tell you that you’re ugly and selfish, and






That’s what’s so confusing, especially because 





you’re trying not to be selfish”.




Listenee:  
“You know, maybe I need to look at why they say 





that, what’s going on in them.  In fact, I feel real 





angry at them for doing that.  Who needs to be






told that they’re selfish and bad!”

Reflection

Listener:
“So now a feeling of anger is coming—like you






Just didn’t need that, and why are they telling you






That”.




Listenee:
“It’s almost like it’s all their own thing, like, just






Because I didn’t do exactly what they wanted,






That’s what made them mad!”

Reflection 

Listener:  
“So now you’re thinking that it might not be you at 





all, that it might be their own selfishness, their own






need to get exactly what they want”.




Listenee:
“Like they’re just yelling at me ‘Jean, why don’t 





you think of us?   Why don’t you give us what we





             need!’”

Reflection 

Listener: 
 “So they keep yelling and yelling at you, saying 






 ‘Give us what we need!’”




Listenee:
“And it doesn’t mater to them alt all what I need—






They’re the selfish ones!”

Reflection

Listener:
“So it’s like they’re the ones who never thing about






Anybody else—they’re the real selfish ones, not 






You—they never think about what you need.

Intuition



(Silence) I’m having a sense that maybe these






people who are yelling at you are your parents?






That all of this started when you were really little?






Can you see if that fits?”




Listenee:
“Hmmm.  I’m not sure.  Let me just be quiet and






Feel into it for a minute”.

Please note that out of nineteen responses, fourteen (14) were basic listening responses (reflection of feeling), only five (5) were anything else.  Remember that the goal is to help the person to make words for her own feelings and that basic reflection of what she is saying is the best way to facilitate that making of words.

5. What The Listenee Does: Focusing

Listening is a two-way process—it involves certain skills of the listenee as well as the listener.  It is also a process between peers—the listener will use special skills to help the listenee find the “felt sense,” but there is no assumption that she is an “expert” who can do all the fixing.  In fact, the listenee is in the best position to do the work of finding words for the “felt sense” since she is the one experiencing “the felt sense,” she has much more information to go on than the most skilled listener.  
A responsible listenee does most of the work of staying focused on the “felt sense”—the listener helps where she is able.  The listenee will even tell the listener how to help:  “I need you to say that back”, or “No, I’m getting off on a tangent.  Let’s go back to . . ., “or “There is a crying place here somewhere.  Let me be quiet for a minute and get hold of it”.  The listenee is responsible—she doesn’t just sit and talk and expect the listener to do the work of finding and articulating the “felt sense.”

The main responsibility of the listenee is Experiential Focusing—constantly staying in touch with the vague, bodily feeling which is the referent for all the words that are coming, knowing when the words are connecting with the “felt sense” and when they are just words. There’s no way that the listener can do this better than the listenee—the listener has no “felt sense” of “rightness” to go on (See Chapter Four on “Focusing”)


Finding words for the “felt sense” is a mysterious process—at the same time that you know what you are sensing very precisely, because you can feel it, you also don’t have the vaguest notion of what you are sensing, because you have no words for it.  A Focusing session is like a precarious kind of search in the dark—holding on to this murky “intuitive sense” at all cost, you carefully try to make words for it, testing the words constantly against the “felt sense” until you find the ones that “fit”, that make a difference that you can feel, that allow a “stuck” pattern to release and change.  

You can’t engage in this process unless you have a “felt sense” to work from, so the listenee’s most important task is sitting quietly and letting a “felt sense” form, or coming in touch with, or becoming aware of, one that is there.  You have to start out with the “felt sense,” the “something-that-is-more-than-words”—starting straight into words without pausing to let the “felt sense” come doesn’t work.


How do you Focus?  Mainly, by sitting quietly, stopping all the externally-directed activity and thinking that goes with being out in the world, and just being still.  It is as if the “intuitive sensing” is there all the time and will emerge if you can just get quiet enough to become aware of it. Focusing means asking yourself, quietly, “How am I now?” and listening and waiting for a “right-brain” answer to come, as a “felt sense.”


It is the opposite of looking out at the Listener and saying, “Tell me what to do”.

It is also the opposite of the inner dialogue which we all have most of the time—a critical stream of messages telling us what we should do or feel.  It is simply asking yourself, “How do I feel?” and accepting, without censorship, whatever comes before words.


Focusing is difficult and isn’t learned all at once.  Partly you learn how to focus by being listened to, by having the Listener say back what she has heard you say and checking those words against your inner sensing (“No, it’s not quite that.  It’s more like. . .”), and by trying out her suggestions to sense into certain words that seemed important.  The following are some additional aspects of being a responsible listenee (Table 3.3):

(1)   Start your turn by sitting quietly for one to three minutes, just turning inwards and getting in touch with the “bodily-felt sense” that goes with the issue that is needing some change or new discovery.  Keep your attention on your insides, the place where you have “intuitions,” not on the listener.  Carefully choose a “stuck” place to work on—something that is unclear, that doesn’t feel good, that happens over and over again without changing, that hurts or is confused or is standing in the way of doing what you want to do.  Keep your attention turned inwardly, stubbornly holding on to your murky “felt sense” and insisting that any words said make a difference in that feeling.

(2)   When you have succeeded in getting a “felt sense” for an issue, then very carefully try out some tentative words for it:  “It feels sort of like I’ve been put down or humiliated, as though I had just gotten started feeling good about myself, and someone just had to come up and squash me”.  The Listener will say back:  “So it’s almost as 

though you’re not allowed to feel good—that someone will make sure that you get squashed and put back in your place—humiliated.”  Take in those words and check them against the “felt sense”—you’ll sense some ways they are right, some ways that there is more to be said or a clarification.  

You will find that there are almost always more words there—that the “felt sense,” the “intuitive feel,” is very complex and rich:  while you can feel it all at once, it may take many minutes of carefully making words to symbolize it all.  Try out these next words in the same tentative way, making sure that they come from  the “felt sense” and are some attempt to capture it:  “Hmm.  It’s not just humiliated—it’s worse than that.  It’s as if I have been completely blown apart.  That I have become so small that there is real danger that I will disappear”.  

Go back and forth in this tentative way until you find the words that feel exactly right, that create an “Ahah!” of tension release.  While the word “humiliated” may not have been enough to capture the “felt sense,” the words “so small” may exactly capture it and release the tears of hurt that are there.  The Listener reflects:  “So that is what hurts—being scared that you will disappear”.  Now the meaning of the situation is clear—it hurts to be put down because, for you, the feeling that comes is of being so small that you might really disappear.  Getting in touch with this fear may release years of tears of being afraid and small and will allow this whole part of your living to move forward.  For another person, being put down may have an entirely different meaning.

 (3)  
If you have found words that release an emotion, allow the emotion to unfold.  Stay with the words that made you cry, or have another emotion, instead of stopping yourself or sliding over them to go onto a different issue. However, it is not sufficient to just experience the emotion.   Hold on to and go back to that subtle “felt sense” of tears coming:  “Wait, There’s a crying place there.  Let me feel into it”.  Say the words or images that come, even if you are usually too ashamed to admit them, so you can check them against the “felt sense” until you find symbols that are “just right” and allow a next step to emerge.  Be honest—this is your chance to be yourself and be cared about for that.  Watch out for all the messages that come in saying, “But you couldn’t be feeling that”, and just say the feelings that are there.  Catch yourself saying “Maybe I feel . . .,” or “Perhaps it’s. . . “(just guessing or figuring out logically what you might be feeling) and ask yourself, “But what do I feel” and wait for some words to come from the “felt sense,” the “intuitive feel” that holds the deeper meanings of the emotion.

If you stay with the “felt meaning” underlying the emotion, using Focusing to carefully make words and images that are “just right” in capturing the “felt sense,” you will see that the emotion changes—you won’t just stay scared forever; instead, after the scaredness is released, the feeling may shift to anger at whoever was invested in making you feel so small now and not likely to disappear.  Make words for this new aspect of the “felt sense” and go with that, through the same careful steps of making words and hearing them reflected, finding aspects of the “felt meaning,” until the whole murky sense that you started out with feels resolved.

(4)
If you get lost, if the words you are saying seem like just words and are no longer connected to the “felt sense” you started out with, then just stop talking and use Focusing again—be quiet and let the “felt sense” form again. Start again from there to try to make words for it.  Say when the listener is wrong, or when what she is doing is distracting you from the “felt sense”:  “No, that’s not it.  It’s more like. . . “or “No.  That’s going in the wrong direction.  I need to stay with. . .”  Tell her what you need her to do next:  “I need to hear that reflected”, or “Say back the part about. . .´ 

Always stop yourself and the listener if you get into trying to figure out or looking for solutions and discussing possible pieces of advice – if you start a conversation. You will have only words and no feeling referent, no guide to when you have hit upon the right solution, so it only makes sense to drop all this conversation and go back to finding the feeling and making words, from it.

(5)
When you get to ending places of some aspects of the “felt meaning,” then go back to the original “felt sense” and check this new place against it:  “Is this all?  Or is there more there to be discovered?”  Keep going until you feel you have gotten to the bottom and feel 
TABLE  3.3

HOW TO FOCUS WHILE BEING LISTENED TO

1- Start your turn by sitting quietly for one to three


minutes, turning inwards and finding the “felt sense,”
 the “something-that-is-more-than-words”

2. When you have a “felt sense” for an issue, then


carefully try out some tentative words for it.


Check the Listener’s reflection of your words

against the “felt sense” again, and make more

 words until you have it just right.

3. When you find words that “fit” the “felt sense,”

receive whatever comes, non-judgmentally.

If tears come, be welcoming.

4. If you get lost, just stop talking and Focus again,

Looking for the “felt sense”

5.  When you get to ending places, go back to the


original felt sense and check with it:  “Is this


all?  Or is there more there to be discovered?

something change, instead of giving up or pretending you’ve been helped when nothing has happened yet.





6. Listening/Focusing Turns Should Feel Good

When people first start having Listening/Focusing turns, two concerns often come up.  One is a discomfort with always focusing on problems, never talking about happy places.  A second is a feeling on certain days of being in a good mood, so not wanting to focus in on a problem and risk losing that good feeling and ending up depressed again.  Instead of thinking of Listening/Focusing turns as meaning one has “problems”, with all the connotations of being “sick”, having failed at being happy, etc,. it helps me to think of Listening/Focusing turns as a time to work on “stucknesses,” e.g., “Boy, I’m really together and happy in most of my life, but I do have this little stuckness here around losing weight, “or stopping smoking or finding a lover or whatever.  
In getting listened to at least once a week, I see myself as clearing out more and more old hurts, leaving me after each hour a little more whole, more together, more happy.  I am this really healthy person, each week tackling and throwing out more old things—not a miserable, troubled, “sick” person who “has to” get listened to every week.  I look forward to my listening hours—“Oh, some time just for me, where all attention will be on taking care of myself and sorting through the week’s happenings” rather than feeling I am being dragged into therapy to “face up to” my inadequacies.


All of us have a store-house of times that we were humiliated as children or yelled 

at when we were being most creative, or dismissed as unimportant. It is also true that we get new hurts all the time—boyfriends who leave us, family members who die, unjust grades in school, confrontations with immovable bureaucracy.  A listening hour is a good time for recovering from these, too--to throw off the feeling that you were somehow bad or wrong, to “be” the anger which you may not have been able to show or even to feel in the situation, and to get back in touch with your own basic goodness, your own path.


Listening/Focusing turns can also be used to explore positive feelings and experiences, or to articulate creative ideas and innovative solutions from the “felt sense.” So, a “felt sense” can be about an idea or work problem, not just an “emotion.”

Expressing emotions, in the presence of an empathic listener, is also not the same as getting depressed, or being brought down or repeating the same old emotion. Discharge of tears, anger, fear, when accompanied by Focusing upon the deeper “felt meaning,” is experienced as energizing—so, if you are in a good mood, you may be in an especially good place to tackle some old hurt and come out feeling even more energized.  


Everyone can use, or should I say, deserves, at least an hour a week to be listened to.

7. Instructions for Small Group Practice (The Listening Exchange)

Step 1 :Round-Robin Practice:  Start with a small group of people (four to six).
Listening/Focusing Turns: Go around in a circle, one person focusing in and saying something from what she is feeling (an important issue in her life or just how she is feeling right then about being there, doing this sharing), the person to the right of her saying back what she says, the listenee checking these words inside and saying what comes next, the listener reflecting that. Go back and forth in this way about three times.  If the listenee seems to have run out of things to say in less than three steps, the listener can try asking her to “say more” about some part of it that seemed important.


AT THIS EARLY STAGE, STICK WHITH “PURE REFLECTIONS” AND “ASKING FOR MORE”

It’s important not to move on to Focusing Invitations and Personal Sharings until everyone is well-practiced at just hearing what the other is saying and at just holding on to a feeling sense and checking words reflected against it.  

Feedback: At the end of the turn (about five minutes), first the listenee, and then the listener, say a little about how the experience felt, what felt good, what wasn’t quite right.  Other people in the group can comment or give suggestions from the readings, but avoid getting into too much discussion or argument about what happened.  The point is to practice, not to get distracted into intellectual conversation (which is all too easy!).  

Continue around the circle until everyone has had a turn at both roles.  Your group can repeat Step One as often as you like or until you feel ready to move on to Step Two.  Step One takes about one-and-one-half hours with four to six people.  I would suggest doing it at least three or four times.

Step 2 : Dyads
Pair off in twos and spread out to exchange fifteen minute turns, using just Pure Reflection and Asking For More when the person seems to have run out of things to say. Try out using a Focusing Invitation.  Come back together as a group and discuss how it went, where you had trouble, what new things you learned.  Consult readings, or memory of things read, for answers to questions.  Repeat as often as wanted or needed.

Step 3: Triads

Alternatively, pair off in threes. This is an ideal learning structure, since the third person can act as an observer. Split up the time equally, allowing 10 minute between turns for feedback. Each person takes a turn as listener, listenee, and observer. The observer also keeps time, giving a five-minute warning before the end of a turn.

At the end of a turn, each person gives short feedback, First the listenee says how the turn was for him/her – what was helpful, what could have been different. Then the listener says how it was to be the listener – good feelings from following the others journey, anxiety about remembering, etc. Then, the observer gives feedback, using Table 3.4., Feedback Sheet For Listening Turns, as a guide.
Step 4: Focusing Partnerships
When you feel ready or interested, pair off in twos who will get together sometime during the week to exchange one-half hour turns.  In these turns, listeners can try out Focusing Invitations and Personal Sharings as well as Pure Reflection and Asking For More, but always with the emphasis on helping the listenee to stay with her “felt sense,” and make words for it.  The listenee needs to be sure to go back to Pure Reflection for several steps after each Personal Sharing or Focusing Invitations.

Step 5: Focusing Group Meetings
When you come together to do Listening/Focusing turns in a small group (set aside two hours), split up the time so that each person will have an equal amount for a listening turn, with five to ten minutes additional in between each turn, for feedback and comments from others besides the two.  Take turns keeping time, ending people’s turns on schedule, warning them a minute or two before the end, and moving on to the next turn after limited discussion. Chapter 7.2 gives a format for a group meeting.

Don’t get side-tracked into a lot of discussion with no time for doing.  Know that a person can stop at the end of her turn, even if she has been working on heavy feelings.  During turns, allow no input from others in the group. At the end of each turn, anyone in the group can say what they saw, ask questions, or offer warm support for the work done.

Option:  If there are more than four people, or if each person wants a longer turn, you may decide to split into triads and share turns within these, again dividing time equally and making sure that each person who wants to gets a chance both at listening and being listened to.  The third person can serve as an observer, giving feedback at the end of the turns. The following page gives a feedback sheet which you can use as a guide when you are observing listening turns (Table 3.4).

It is also a good idea to begin turns with some short, group Focusing Instructions (Chapter Four gives a thorough introduction to Focusing).  The instructions can be read to the whole group by one person.  In general, they give everyone a chance to step out of the tensions of the day and to choose an issue or a feeling they would like to work on.  Table 3.5 gives some short, pre-listening turn Focusing Instructions.

Once you have established your listening exchanges you should meet to exchange turns once a week for at least ten weeks.  Since you will be continuing to read the manual and to learn new skills, you might want to schedule in one-half to one hour of time at your listening exchange for discussion of additional chapters of the manual.

       
Chapter Four follows, with an in-depth discussion of Focusing, especially of how you can use it to “listen to” yourself when you are alone.  Any practice of Focusing on your own will also deepen your ability to Focus while you are being listened to by another.
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TABLE  3.4
FEEDBACK SHEET FOR LISTENING TURNS


Here are some particulars you might want to pay attention to when you are observing listening turns. You can give feedbacks both to the listener and the listenee. Always start by telling the person what was done well; then add possible areas for improvement. Also, talk about specific behaviors, rather than making generalizations.

1.  For the listener:

      (a)   Warmth:  Did the listener convey a sense of caring about and being with the




other?  Or did the listener seem formal and distant?  What specific 



behaviors led you to your opinion?

       (b)    Reflections:

   Length:    Were the reflections detailed enough?  Too long?

   Frequency: Were the reflections frequent enough?  Too often?
   Accuracy:  Were the reflections accurate?  Did the listener mix in her own

                       thoughts too much?  Give examples.

    Feelings:    Did the listener reflect feeling words and/or guess appropriately 


    at the feeling tone? Did she seem comfortable and encouraging 


    of tears and anger, or did she try to cut them off or fail to 


    notice them?  Give specific examples. 

 (c )   Other Types of Response:    

Did the listener use “asking for more” and “focusing invitations” as well as reflections?  Did the listener go back to reflection after trying other types of response (three reflections to one of anything else)?  Did the listener use “personal sharings” appropriately (at the end of a turn for short turns; followed by reflection within longer turns)?

2. For the listenee:

(a) Self-direction:  Did the listenee take responsibility for saying what she 

    



        needed?  Did she let the listener know if something was


                    getting her off the track?  Give examples.

(b)  Focusing:
        Did the listenee make some attempts to sit quietly and



        feel what was inside?  Did she accept or reject focusing



        invitations from the listener?

(c) Feelings:
        Did the listenee let herself experience any tears or anger



        that came up, or did she try to avoid them?  Give specific 

                    examples.

TABLE 3.5

PRE-LISTENING TURN FOCUSING INSTRUCTIONS


One person can read the instructions aloud to the group before you split up for listening turns.  Everyone else should lie down on the floor, if possible, eyes closed. 
 WHEN YOU ARE READING, MAKE SURE TO LEAVE AT LEAST ONE MINUTE BETWEEN INSTRUCTIONS.  THE FIRST FEW TIMES, TIME YOURSELF:
---“Okay, first just get yourself comfortable.  Feel the weight of your body on 

      the floor (or chair).”

---“Notice where you have tension in your body . . . Now, imagine the tension

      as a stream of water, draining out of your body through your fingertips

      and feet. .  .  Flowing down your body and out of your arms and legs. . .

      Let yourself travel inside of your body to a place of peace.”

---“Now, bring to mind an incident or a situation that was troublesome 

      for you this week.. . . Think about it or get a mental image of it”.

---“ Now try to set aside all of your thoughts about the situation, and just try

       to get a hold feeling you have in that situation. . . Not words, but the

       feel of yourself in that situation.”

---“Find some words or an image that will help you go back to that feeling

      in your listening turn, and, when you are ready, open your eyes.”

***
** In the actual manual, I use my new terms, “Intuitive Focusing,” “Focused Listening,” the “intuitive feel,” The Creative Edge. However, for this excerpt, I have returned to the more familiar terms from Gendlin’s classic Focusing, “Experiential Focusing,” “Empathic Listening,” the “bodily-felt sense,” the “felt sense.”


***  In the actual manual, I use my new terms, “Intuitive Focusing,” “Focused Listening,” the “intuitive feel,” The Creative Edge. However, in this excerpt, I have returned to the more familiar terms from Gendlin’s classic work, “Experiential Focusing,” “Empathic Listening,” and the bodily-felt sense” or “felt sense.





PAGE  
33

