CHAPTER   FIVE
INTERPERSONAL   FOCUSING

1. Basic Assumptions  


It is hard to “schedule” practice on resolving conflicts.  However, if your listening/focusing exchange (Chapter Three) has been meeting for a number of weeks now, you may have begun to notice some personality conflicts between others or you may find yourself being consistently bothered by the behavior of another group member.  It is these small tensions that can be used as the practice ground for Interpersonal Focusing skills.  If your group is small and quite intimate, two people who are having a tension might agree to work on it with a third person as facilitator, right in front of the rest of you.  Or, the three might arrange a more private time and place.  In either case, group members will begin to learn to deal with tensions in a listening way by working on the tensions that arise naturally in the group.


If you view an angry person as a hurting person, you are well on the way toward an empathic, or listening, way of dealing with interpersonal conflict.  When a person is screaming with anger, she is saying “I perceive you as treading on one of my essential needs, and I am hurting”.  If, through empathic listening, you are able to help the person to a more direct expression of her vulnerability and need, it is likely that your own defensive reaction will change to what is called “relational empathy”:  even though you are in conflict with the person because she is keeping you from getting your basic needs met, you will be able to see it as it looks to her, to acknowledge the legitimacy of her need, and to care deeply for her in that.  Then a resolution of the conflict can arise as an attempt to find a way in which both of you can get your needs met, rather than as a defensive competition to see who can “win” or be proven “right”


In any interpersonal problem, there is a mixture of things brought from the past and “projected” onto the present situation and real aspects of the present situation that need to be taken into account.  It seems that, for situations, there is a continuum of how much is “projection”, how much is present reality.  Extremes of the continuum might be a paranoid schizophrenic who “projects” evil intentions upon the most casual glance from a passerby vs. the righteous anger of people at a Hitler, who is performing actual evil acts.


Interpersonal Focusing, when used between peers, does not try to decide who is “projecting.” It is assumed (1) that troublesome situations are an interaction, with each person contributing something (although one may be contributing more from the past than the other); (2) that, if two people can be helped to see a situation from each other’s perspective, each will be able to see validity in the behavior of the other.  All behavior is seen as rational, as arising as the best possible attempt to meet a particular need, given the person’s perception of the situation and her past learnings of ways to get needs met.  The root of the behavior, the basic need, is always valid.  

This assumption is basic to the client-centered philosophy of Carl Rogers (1961), from which the idea of empathic listening and Pure Reflection arises.  Rogers makes the a priori assumption that human persons are basically good and that all of their behaviors are manifestations of a “tendency toward self-actualization”, an attempt, no matter how twisted or strange the behaviors, to fill basic and legitimate human needs.  If through Focused Listening, a person can be helped to express her need directly, the other person will be moved by the legitimacy of the need and willing to work toward some compromise where the needs of each can be met.


The listening and focusing skills outlined in the previous chapters can be used effectively to turn angry confrontation into relational empathy.  The two people involved can take turns Listening to each other, or they may call in a third person as a Listening-facilitator.  The method is outlined later in the chapter.  Here are more basic assumptions:

1) It is essential that each person be willing to try to go behind her angry feelings by Focusing on the cause in her, trying to get to her own hurt and vulnerability.  Interpersonal Focusing is not a place for dumping one’s anger on another, for blaming another.  Anger will be expressed but as a means of getting to the deeper sources behind it.  Showing one’s own vulnerability is the best way to allow the other person to let down her defenses.

2) It is fruitless to try to establish whose fault the trouble was – each person contributed something of her own to the situation, and each has something to learn about herself, and to share, in the Interpersonal Focusing.  In the same way, it is assumed that neither person is essentially bad or evil.

3) Being allowed to have anger openly, to rant and rave irrationally, can help a person to get in touch with the hurt underneath, if only she can be responded to in a Listening way.  Having the anger reflected (“It really makes you furious that I could have allowed that to happen”) allows it to shift to the next step, expression of the hurt beneath it.  Having to sit on the anger, to attempt to be rational and understanding of the other person, can interrupt this process.  Having a third person present, who can reflect the brunt of the anger, allows the anger to be expressed without injuring the other person.

4) Working through an angry interaction in each other’s presence can lead to a strengthening, rather than a weakening, of the bond between two people.  Sitting down, sharing heavy feelings, seeing each other get in touch with the vulnerable need behind the interaction, leads to relational empathy, a powerfully warm feeling of understanding the person as she is in this situation and being moved by her pain.  Because the two now have some sense of how each reacts to the specific situation, they can also be more sensitive to each other on future occasions and even work out ways of avoiding this particular hurtful interaction in the future.

2. An  Example  of  Interpersonal  Focusing


Here is an example of Interpersonal Focusing (this example from the 1970s!):


Stella, alone and bored for an evening, has taken some acid (she doesn’t do this often – in fact, this is only the second time).  She starts to have a bad trip.  Her good friend Karen drops by coincidentally to borrow something.  Stella tries to cover her hysteria but tells Karen that she has taken acid.  Karen, having been present at and remembering the horrors of Stella’s last acid trip, says she has to go home to check in with her roommate but she’ll come back.  By the time she returns, Stella is really hysterical, running around the house screaming “No!” to some mysterious demons.  Karen stays with her for the next three hours, doing an excellent job at talking her down.  Stella’s roommate returns, and Karen leaves, Stella mostly “down” and with company.


Two days later Karen calls Stella”  “I’m so furious with you for taking that acid that I feel like I don’t ever want to see you again, so I’d like us to sit down with a third person so we can get through this.”  Stella feels a rush of anxiety and thinks, “Oh, she’s mad at me.  What will happen?”  but says, “Okay, trusting the Listening process to see them through and also trusting the depth of their relationship.  She waits anxiously for the appointed time.


Stella and Karen could have just met and exchanged Listening/Focusing turns about the problem.  But because of the intensity of her angry feelings, Karen asked Ted, another member of their Listening/Focusing community, to be present as a Listening facilitator.  With Ted there to listen and to protect Stella, Karen felt she would feel more free to get into her angry feelings.


They all arrived and sit down.  Karen starts to lay her anger out to Ted.  Stella has only to sit and listen, her main task being to take in what Karen is saying but at the same time to hold on to her own sense of herself as a good and worthwhile person.  As she listens, she senses some parts of Karen’s message which seem appropriate to her, other parts that seem not so accurate, as though they are about some other person.


Karen is furiously telling Ted what happened and how she felt about it.  Ted is reflecting her.  

Ted:  “So just couldn’t believe she would be so stupid as to drop acid alone, especially after that other bad trip.”  

Karen (furiously):  “I cannot have a friend who could be so incautious in relation to her own life.  She might have killed herself or gotten arrested and locked up in a mental hospital”.  

Ted:  “So what outrages you is her incautious attitude toward her own life – like she might just stumble into committing suicide or getting locked up in a mental hospital”.  

Now Karen’s anger shifts to tears.  “Oh, now I know what this is reminding me of and why it’s so awful.  It’s reminding me of Mark (a person she lived with in the past).”  She sobs deeply, touching upon an old, very hurt place.  Stella and Ted also both get tears in their eyes, moved by her very evident pain.  This is relational empathy.

Karen continues:  “He really was like that, not caring if he lived or died, and I promised myself that I would never again let myself care about someone who was going to be so uncaring of his own life (a few lighter tears, but also some sense of relief, at it feeling good to have gotten in touch with this deep meaning of the present situation and at the feeling not being totally about Stella any more, so that they can be friends again).”  

Ted reflects:  “So what’s most important there is that, after the hardness of living with Mark like that, you promised yourself you would never get yourself into a position that would bring that kind of pain again, and then here you were, and Stella was looking as thought she was just as uncaring or her own life as Mark had been!”  

Karen:  “Yeah,” 

Stella:  “I’d like a chance to respond soon.”  

Karen: Yeah, I’d like to hear that now.”  

Stella (directly to Karen and without anger):”I really know it was stupid of me to take that acid, and I don’t plan to ever do anything like that again.  I only did it because I was lonely and hurt and wanted to prove that I could have a good time all by myself.  What I should have done is called someone up and said, ‘Hey, I’m lonely; can I come over?’, and I’ll try to be more in touch with that in the future.  But another main thing is wanting to tell you I’m not like Mark, that I care a whole lot about my own life and don’t feel suicidal about it at all.”  

Karen:  “Yes.  I know that about you and can remember it now that I’ve gotten you separate from Mark.”  

Stella:  “So I do want to say I’m sorry for being such a dummy, and also thanks for coming to my rescue.  You were great!”  (Smiles and hugs for both and thanks to Ted.)

3. When and Why to Initiate Interpersonal Focusing


Firstly, it is important that you would generally only initiate Interpersonal Focusing when you have some commitment to the other person and honestly want to get through the trouble so that you can become closer or continue an existing friendship.  Generally, if your real attitude is, “I can’t stand this person, and I don’t want to know her”, it’s probably better just to let the person be and to arrange things so you don’t have to be with her very much.  However, if there is some basic assumption in you that you could have empathy with the person if you could only understand how it is for her, then Interpersonal Focusing is probably a good idea.


Secondly, if you are the “observer” of what seems to be a tension between two other people, you have a right to bring your observation up., especially if the way they are being is hurting you in some way, e.g., is making your stomach knot up or leading you to want to stay away from the group.  You would simple tell the two what you have been feeling when you are around them, and offer to be a third person facilitator if they would like that.  They may or may not be willing to work on the issue.  If they are not, you may have to work on your knotted-up feelings in your own separate listening turns.


Thirdly, even if you decide to initiate Interpersonal Focusing with someone, that person has the right to say “No” – if she can’t find within herself that same wish and commitment to understand you, or if she is simply too scared or not ready or whatever.  You can always go work on your feelings about the other person using Focusing by yourself or in a Listening/Focusing Partnership turn with someone else and still learn about your side of the interaction.  In this way, you can get pretty much freed from the “hooked” feeling, the strong emotional reaction you have because of the way that the person relates to your own past history and wants and needs.


For instance, in the example above, Karen could have worked on her feelings about Stella without ever telling Stella there was a problem.  She could have simply called Ted for a Listening/Focusing turn, and in that turn she probably would have been able  to get in touch with the same feelings about the past (e.g., the way Stella’s behavior reminded her of Mark).  What would have been lost is the relational empathy:  the deepening that happens when each person gets to learn more about the other’s vulnerable places.  

Also lost would be the clarification from Stella about how she really is different from Mark, and the possibility of cooperation between the two to avoid the situation in the future.  This is important, since the way that Stella sometimes acts like Mark (even though she does it for a different reason – e.g., loneliness rather than suicidal impulse), is likely to recur in the future.  Unless there is some shared understanding between the two of this possible “hook” between them, Karen is likely to distance herself a little from Stella in order to protect herself from these memories about Mark.


Ideally, it could be said that if Karen kept working on her past feelings about Mark (her “projection”) until they were all gone, or brought totally to consciousness, she would then stop having a reaction to Stella, even if Stella didn’t change at all.  However, such changes can take a long time, and, in the mean time, it seems better for the possibility of relationship and community that Stella and Karen be able to have an understanding of their possible “hook”.  Through relational empathy, they will be able to care about each other mutually enough that they can try to avoid hurt feelings about the particular interaction in the future.

4. How  to  do Interpersonal Focusing  ( Table  5.1 )


Basically, when you’re having trouble with the way someone else is acting or feeling angry at her for something that happened between you, you go to the person and say something like, “I’m having some kind of tension with you about ____________, and I’m wanting to sit down and work it through.”  If the person agrees to work on it, then you set a time (1-2 hours) to do Listening/Focusing turns/ on the issue.


First   Stage:  Clarification  of  the Issue
The process you will use when you sit down is the same as Listening/Focusing on any other situation, except that you do the turn on the concern that is troubling you.  So, one of you would go first and lay out what the issue is about and Focus on how she is feeling about it.  The other sits aside all of her reactions, opinions, her “own side”, clarifications, etc., and reflects what the other is saying to make sure that she understands it.  

When the first person feels she has said enough and wants a reaction, or when the Listener feels that she can’t hold onto her own side much longer, then they switch roles – the second person Focuses for a while, saying how she saw the situation or what was important for her in what the other said or clarifying some simple misunderstanding.  The other person uses Listening to reflect her and to help her to articulate her reaction until, again, one or the other feels at a switching place.


Here are some helpful hints for conducting this initial sharing of the problem:


a) Owning instead of Blaming
      
When you are having trouble with someone, your initial tendency would be to say to them, “I can’t stand you.  You’re so aggressive!” or “You’re such a selfish person!” or “Why are you always so mean!”  All of these statements basically blame the other person for the trouble between you, as though you are assuming “I’m perfect, but this other person is doing something terrible to me”.  

It’s important to remember that troubles between people are an interaction, something about the other person, but also something about you combined. The interactive nature becomes clear if you realize that a particular habit of another person may drive you crazy, but have no effect upon your roommate at all.  In the example above, it’s true that Stella did something stupid and possibly hurtful to herself, but someone other than Karen may have felt no anger but only sorry for Stella and supportive of her.   It is because of her own past history and inner meanings that Karen had such a strong emotional reaction.  The trouble belongs to both of them.


It was important for Karen to try to own her own past in the interaction instead of blaming Stella entirely.  The best way to own is by talking about, and Focusing upon, your own inner feelings, not talking about the other person.  For instance, Karen might say “When you took acid like that, I was afraid that you might kill yourself and that made me afraid to be your friend because it would hurt me if you killed yourself”.  Of course, this kind of a statement is much easier for Stella to hear than if Karen says, “You are a terrible person”; “How can you be so stupid”; etc.  Stella’s natural reaction to the latter statements would be to come to her own defense and to say, “Well, you didn’t have to come over.  Who asked for your help?”
b)   Behavioral  Specificity  Instead   of  Generalizations


A second key to interpersonal messages is “behavioral specificity”.  One reason blaming statements are so hurtful is because they contain blaming generalizations:  “You are a terrible person!”  “Your are stupid.”:  “You are selfish”.  When condemned in such a global way, the other person has little choice but to feel terrible about herself or to defend herself.  

Feedback is much easier to hear if it is about a specific behavior.  For instance, it’s easier to hear, “When you take food off of my plate like that, it makes me feel scared that you’re not thinking of my needs at all, and makes me want to protect myself” than, “God.  What a stupid pig you are!”  You will notice that the former statement of feelings.

So, when you use Interpersonal Focusing, start by describing the specific situation that bothered you and how it made you feel.  Make sure that your “feeling” statements are really feelings, e.g., things that could happen inside of you.  Sometimes we say” I feel. . .” when we should say “I think. . .”  For instance, you might say, “When you chose to sit next to Mary instead of me, I felt you humiliated me,” This is not a feeling you had, but a thought that you had about the other person’s behavior.  A feeling statement would be “When you chose to sit next to Mary instead of me, I felt bad about myself.  It brought up my fear of not being interesting to anyone.”

More examples:

NOT   “When you speak so loudly, I feel you’re very aggressive”,

BUT   “When you speak so loudly, I find I can’t remember what I wanted to say,

             and I feel stupid.  Then it’s hard for me to be around you.”

NOT   “When you interrupt me, I feel you pressure me”,

BUT   “When you interrupt me, I get lost and feel all confused inside, and I

              feel panicked because I can’t think until I’m by myself again.”

You won’t always be perfect at these kinds of statements, and, with the Interpersonal Focusing structure, sometimes you can just be free to have your irrational anger at the other person (You might say, “I feel that you humiliated me”, and the other person will reflect, “So what’s hard for you is that you felt humiliated in 

TABLE  5.1

HOW  TO  USE INTERPERSONAL FOCUSING
ALLOW TWO HOURS

FIRST STAGE:  CLARIFICATION OF THE ISSUE



           (several five or ten minute turns)

(a) Owning instead of blaming:

       “I feel. . .” instead of “You are. . .”

(b) Behavioral specificity instead of

       generalizations:

       “When you . . .” instead of “You are. . .”

       “When you do. . ., I feel. . .”

SECOND STAGE:  GOING DEEPER

   (one or more twenty minute turns for

     each person)

(a)  Use Focusing on your own hurt feeling:

       “What’s in this for me?”

(b)  Honestly try to discover your own

        part in the interaction:


“Why does this bother me so much?”

AN OPTION:  USING A THIRD PERSON AS A LISTENING FACILITATOR


                 (a)  Allows for the expression of angry



feelings in a protected way

(c)  Protects against issues of distortion


And mutual distrust

front of all of those people”), but it’s at least important to be conscious of whether you are owning or blaming and to know that the other person will have an easier time hearing you if you talk about specific behaviors.  The less you say about how she is, and the more you share about your own vulnerable reaction to the situation, the less defensive she will feel.

Second  Stage:  Going Deeper

After the initial laying out of “both sides”, and clarification (which may have cleared up the situation), if the trouble is still unresolved, it is time for each person to try to go deeper into why this particular interaction is so upsetting to her.  While the first turns were more for understanding and clarification between the two, the second turns are for exploration by each person of her whole inner feeling sense in relation to the troubled interaction. During these turns, each person is using Focusing and taking responsibility for getting in touch with that part in the situation which may have been carried over from her own past history and vulnerabilities.

These turns will need to be about twenty minutes each, with the speaker Focusing inward on her whole sense of this trouble for her, and the Listener using all of the various kinds of Focused Listening responses to try to help her to go deeper in making words for the “intuitive senses” that are there, until there is some shift, or release, and new understanding of the meaning of the trouble for her.


It is this step of going of going deeper, where each person is trying to Focus inward and get a shift in her own feelings, that the Interpersonal Focusing approach differs from other approaches which have used reflective listening as a form of communication between two persons who are having a disagreement, such as Thomas Gordon’s PET conflict resolution and the work of the Guerneys in conjugal and filial therapy.  


The Interpersonal Focusing philosophy is that interpersonal problems are not just failures in communication, resolved if the two people can hear each other’s point of view and reach some kind of compromise, but also that having very strong feelings in an interpersonal situation means that something about one’s own past history has gotten “hooked”.  It then becomes each person’s responsibility to try to use Intuitive Focusing, to say “Now, why am I so upset by what this person is doing?  I’m acting as though my whole life were being threatened.  Where is that coming from in me?”  and to get listened to until that inner question is answered.

In the same way, if one person acknowledges that she did a hurtful thing in the interaction, then she will use Intuitive Focusing on her whole sense of where she was coming from, what was behind that behavior for her, what she was trying to accomplish even though it may have turned out badly.  Again, she would be using reflections to help her to go deeper, looking for a shift in her own understanding of who she was in the interpersonal situation.

5. Using  a  Third  Person As A Listening Facilitator
Although two people can work through a trouble on their own as I have outlined above, it is often wise to insure that there is a third person present to act as a Listening facilitator.  This is especially true if very angry feelings are involved (as in the example of Stella and Karen) or when people are new at learning to set themselves aside so they can listen to another. When feelings are very strong between two people, it may be impossible for the one who is supposed to be Listening at any particular time to set aside all of her own reactions and feelings and simply reflect the other accurately.

To protect against this, the third person can take the role of Focused Listener, reflecting first one person and then the other.  The participation of the third person is especially important in Stage Two, Going Deeper, where each person is trying to use Focusing on her own feelings in order to find out something new.

On the one hand, the person who is Focusing is making herself vulnerable in a situation where the other person may be just waiting to find evidence of fault and to lay blame.  It’s hard for her to explore her own possible contribution to the trouble with the very person who is most invested in proving her wrong. Having the Listening/Focusing interaction with the third person, with no interruption from the other, is much more likely to allow the kind of trust needed for approaching vulnerable feeling.  

Also, in terms of the second person, the investment in believing that the other person was wrong or bad, that she did a hurtful thing (which seems to be part and parcel of feeling angry and hurt) gets in the way of being able to reflect accurately and help the person to go deeper.  Subtle distortions, based on one’s assumptions about the person’s motives or hidden intentions or immaturities, creep into the reflections.  The speaker picks this up and declares, “I don’t feel safe going on with you.”  The third person can allow the kind of safety and sensitive Listening and Focusing instructions that can bring about a real shift in one or both persons and the possibility of change in the whole trouble they are having.


In choosing a third person, it’s important to find someone with whom both people feel comfortable and whom both people feel will be unbiased.  It is also important that each speaker get approximately equal time through the processing experience, as a guarantee that each person feels fairly treated.


If a third person is doing the main part of the reflecting of one speaker, before switching to a turn for the second person,  the second person should try to do a summary reflection of what the first has said, so that the first person will know that her communication is being taken in  some way.


The rhythm of Interpersonal Focusing is worked out between the two or three people involved.  They must agree on a time limit – some point at which they intend to be finished or will at least reassess the situation and decide whether to continue or to meet again some other day.  Usually, a serious tension takes about 1 ½-2 hours to work through, with each person having several short five or ten minutes turns for clarification and laying out of the issue and each person having a twenty minute turn for going deeper, with a few more short turns at the end for reactions.

As they go along, the two will make a lot of agreements about how to proceed, like “How about I take ten minutes, then you take ten, then we decide where to go from there.”  Each person will also be responsible for indicating when she feels a need for a change in speakers – a Listener may need to say, “I can’t go on much longer without a turn”, or a speaker may say, “I’ve said enough; I need to hear a response from you”.  If there is a third person Listening facilitator, she may want to turn to the second person and say, “Can you say back what she just said?  It seems important that she hear it from you, or, to a speaker, “Can you say that directly to (the second person) – I think she would like to hear it from you”.


It’s also nice, and a good idea, to give the third person a five or ten minute listening turn at the end of Interpersonal Focusing so that he or she can work through any tension left from participating in what may have been a hard interaction.  It’s always a good idea to take care of our helpers!

6. More  Examples 

Here are some more examples of Interpersonal Focusing and what can happen:


Sam and Larry are brothers.  Sam is unemployed, and Larry had been giving him a lot of help and support.  Sam has been in and out of several jobs, but is now unemployed again.  Sam feels he’s being ignored by Larry.  He asks Larry to do Interpersonal Focusing  with a third person (F = facilitator).

S:
“I’m mad at you because you never call me any more or ask me out to

             dinner.  I feel like you don’t care about me any more, that I’m nothing, and this

              makes me sad”.

F:
“So you feel mad and sad that Larry never calls you any more.  It makes

              you feel that you’re nothing,, that he doesn’t care about you anymore.”

S:
“Here I am, having a hard time, unemployed, and he doesn’t seem to care

              about me!”

F:
“So here it’s hard time for you and he doesn’t seem to care.”

S:
 “I’m all alone here, and, if he doesn’t care about me, then I don’t have

              anybody.”

F:
“So you’re having a hard time, and you’re all alone, and you really need to

              hear from Larry.  He’s your only friend.”

S:
“He used to call me all the time, but now there’s nothing, and I want to

              know what’s going on.”

F:
“So you want to know if there’s some reason why he’s not calling you

              now.”

S:
“Yeah.”

F:
“Can we hear from Larry now?”

S:
“Yeah.  That’s right.”


(L focuses quietly for a moment, gets some tears in his eyes.)

L:
“It seems like the reason I don’t call you anymore is that I can’t stand

              seeing you like this anymore (tears).  It’s more because I care about you so

              much, and it makes me feel so sad to see you stuck like this, and  I’m

              afraid it’s going to go on forever, and I think I avoid you because of this.”


(At this point S has tears in his eyes too – from hearing that L does care

             about him and feels sad for him.  This is relational empathy.)

F:
“So it’s not that you don’t care but that you almost care too much.  You

              just can’t stand seeing Sam like this anymore, and that’s why you don’t

              call.”

L:
“Yeah.  I can see that that’s not a good way, but that’s what you’ve been

              doing – just putting it out of my mind because it hurts too much.”

F: 
“So  you really want something good to happen for Sam.  For him to get a

              break and his life to be better.”

S:
“Can I speak soon?”

L&F:
“Sure”.

F:
“Sam, can you just summarize first?”

S:
“Yeah.  I hear you saying, Larry, that you really do care about me (both

               have tears in their eyes) and maybe that’s even why you don’t call, and I

               appreciate hearing that. That’s mostly all I wanted to say – that I

               appreciate it.  I guess I’d like it if you called, too, sometimes, if you could,

               and I’ll try not to sound so down and out.”

L:
“Yes.  I’ll try to do that more – to realize when I’m ignoring you and not

               deal with it that way.”

Another sample:


Jill and Anna have just met a few hours ago at a Listening/Focusing conference.  Jill is feeling tense around Anna and avoiding being in the same room with her.  She asks Anna if she would process with a third person, and Anna agrees.

J:
“I just feel real uptight when I’m around Anna.  I feel real jealous.  I feel

              ugly, and I feel that Bill (Jill’s boyfriend) likes Anna better than me, that

              he’s attracted to her.”

F:
“So you feel uncomfortable and jealous – as though Anna’s more

              attractive than you and Bill will want to be with her.”

J:
“Yes. I feel so jealous – almost like I hate Anna for the way she looks.”

F: 
“So there’s a tremendous jealous feeling, and almost a hate.  Can you

              focus into that jealous feeling?”

J:
(Quiet, eyes close, focusing for a moment, Then . . .) “I think it’s because

              Anna looks a way I have always wanted to look.  She dresses so self-

               confidently and with such an individual flair.  I’d like to feel that way

               about myself.”

F:
 “So maybe it’s that Anna looks a way you’ve always wanted to look – she

               looks self-confident and not afraid to express herself in her clothes.”

J:
“Yeah. That helps a little – to get in touch with that.”

F:
“Anna, would you like a turn?”

A:
“Yeah.  You are saying, Jill,  that you feel threatened by the way that I

              dress, and it seems maybe because I look a way that you’ve always

              wanted to look – something about ’self-confident’ and ‘individual’.”

J:
“Umhumm.”

A:
 “(Quiet for a moment.)  “What you say makes me want to laugh!  Me 

              self-confident!  I don’t feel that way at all.  I feel really quite shy and

              always am thinking that I’m a little fat.  It’s funny you think I’m the self-

              confident one.”

F:
“So it makes you laugh that Jill would be threatened by your self-

              confidence, when you don’t feel self-confident at all.”

A:
“And I also think it would be sad if we end up competing with each other,

              And that you, Jill, would think that I would like to know you, and I’m

              certainly not 
wanting to do anything to jeopardize your relationship with

              Bill.”

F: 
“So you want Jill to know that you would like to know her and that it

              would be sad if that didn’t happen because of competition – and you

              aren’t after her man.”

A:
“Yeah.”

F:
“Jill?” 

J:
“Umhum.  You’re saying that you’re not as confident as you look, and that

              You would like to know me – and that you’re interested in me, and not

              my man.”

A:
“That’s right.”

J:
“I feel better.  It’s nice to hear that you’re pretty much like me on the

             inside.  I would like to know you, too.  Let’s give it a try.”


This latter example might not have worked out so easily.  For instance, it could have ended like this:

J:
“It helps some to hear that from you, but I still feel scared about you and

             Bill. It would help me if you wouldn’t spend too much time alone with

             him.  I know it’s my own stuff, but I just don’t feel like I can handle it

             right now without being jealous.”

A:
“That’s okay with me.  I don’t need to be alone with him.”


OR, at this point, Anna might have said:

A:
“That seems too strange to me.  I can’t make a rule like that.”

F:
“So it would seem too strange or too unlike yourself to make a rule like

              that.”

A:
“Yeah.  I feel it’s sort of her problem.  I’m not doing anything to ‘get’ him.

              And it’s not my fault if she has a lot of feelings about it.”

F:
“So it seems to you that it’s Jill’s problem.  You’ve assured her that you’re

              not after him and you’re not in any way trying to ‘get him, so if she still

             has feelings, 
that’s her problem.”

A:
“Yeah.  I mean, she should work on that.”

F:
“So at this point, you think Jill should work on those feelings instead of

              trying to get you to change.”

A:
“Yeah.”

F:
“Jill?”

J:
“Yeah.  She’s saying that since she’s made it clear she’s not pursuing Bill,

             that if I still have feelings, I should work on them, and that it would be

             unnatural for 
her to make a special effort not to spend time with Bill.”

A:
“And I really am not trying to get him.”

J:
“And you want me to hear real clearly that you are not trying to steal him

              away from me.”

A:
“Yeah.”

J:
“Let me see if I can feel into this jealous feeling some more. . . (Quiet

              Focusing). . .it seems to have something to do with my father. . .”

F:
“So there’s something there about your father.”

J:
“Yeah. . .it seems like he was always with other women, and I could see

              how sad my mom was . . .how bad she felt about herself.”

F:
“So you would watch your Dad admiring other women, and you could just

              feel how your mother felt – how sad and insecure about herself she felt.”

J:
“Yeah.  And I learned to hate that in my father, and I decided to never

             look attractive in that way that would threaten other women.”

F:
“So you almost made a conscious decision not to be involve in that kind of


competition, not to look attractive in that way.”

J:
“Yeah . . . and now here I am being jealous of Anna for looking that way!”

F:
“So it seems sort of mixed up, like on the one hand, you wish you looked

             that way and, on the other hand, you promised yourself or maybe sort of

             your mother, that you would never look that way.”

J:
“Yes.  It sort of helps to see that confusion and to see that it goes back to

              Those situations with my father.  I think that I could stop here, and I’ll

               make sure to work on those feelings some other time.  And for now,

               Anna, I can see that it’s not something that you’re doing to me, and, if I

               keep having trouble, maybe I’ll get listened to again, or maybe I’ll talk to

               Bill and make sure he still cares about me.  I think that would help som

                – to get some reassurance that he finds me attractive.”

F:
“So is this okay with both of you?”

A:
“Yes.  I do hope we can find some casual time just to get to know each

               other.  I think that would help.”

J:
“Me, too.”

7. The  True  Meaning  of  “Encounter”

As you can see, there is no predictable rule for how things will work out. Sometimes the best people can agree to is that their mutual “hook” is pretty bad, and they had better not try to be too close right now.  But, even then, the parting will be done with a mutual acceptance of the dignity of each person, and of her right to be the way that she is, even if that way is not “objectively” perfect.

It is a basic assumption of the Listening philosophy that people have learned their maladaptive ways of being as the best possible way to survive in difficult, past situations.  In this way, these behaviors have been useful and even crucial to the person in the past.  Now that the person is in a different situation, she may find these behaviors to be maladaptive and want to change them.  But it’s not easy to give up something that seemed absolutely essential to one’s survival in the past.

Such change does not happen overnight, nor is it fair for someone to demand such change of a person. The important attitude for a Listening/Focusing community is tolerance for the ways that people are different, and an attempt to understand emphatically how each person got to be the way that she is.  At the same time, people can support each other in choosing to change some past ways of being.

When Martin Buber first used the terms “encounter” and “confrontation”, he was talking about moments of empathic understanding:  when two people stand naked of artifice and see each other clearly; when one person is revealed to the other in all of her vulnerability and is empathically received.  Confrontation had to do with this meeting in mutual vulnerability; it did not have the present day meaning of one person tearing down another, or one person standing safe in her hiddenness while forcing another to be uncovered.  True “encounter” or “confrontation” can only happen in an atmosphere of safety and respect, where a person can risk letting the covers drop and standing revealed (thanks to Zack Boukydis for clarifying this: personal communication).

In a Listening/Focusing community, the emphasis is not upon demanding that people change.  The community is meant to be just the opposite:  the one place that a person can come and know that she will be accepted exactly as she is.  It is only from a base of such acceptance that a person can consider change.  The essence of Interpersonal Focusing is not a “confrontation” with the other where one person tells the other what she doesn’t like about her.  The essence is a willingness to share one’s own vulnerability and to come to be more acceptant of the other person’s behavior through understanding its meaning to the person.  If one or both persons then choose to change, the community can support them in that process.


Chapter Six tells how to use your skills in Listening, Focusing and Interpersonal Focusing to resolve conflicts in groups.
