FOCUSING FOR HEALTH

Concept
The Focusing Institute is seeking opportunities to show how the simple, time-tested and cost-effective practice of Focusing can help to improve the health of the population and support self-care and self-management.  There are at least four areas where Focusing has been used successfully to help improve health outcomes:  
· behavioral health
· management of chronic diseases
· end-of-life care
· prevention and self-management 

What is Focusing?

Focusing is a method of using a particular kind of inner awareness to meet challenges creatively and to generate fresh thinking.  Through the practice of Focusing, an individual can intentionally access and utilize ways of knowing that go beneath and beyond words and rational explanations.  The practice is akin to what is colloquially known as intuitive or gut thinking, but with specific steps that can help a person move through a process to generate next steps in a structured way.  Focusing can be used by itself or to augment any number of other wellness practices, including meditation, yoga and acupuncture.  
Eugene Gendlin, Ph.D. first developed Focusing thirty years ago at the University of Chicago.  Dr. Gendlin and Marion Hendricks Gendlin, Ph. D. are co-founders of The Focusing Institute, a not-for-profit organization that collects and makes resources on Focusing available to the academic and professional worlds and to the public.  The Focusing Institute conducts post-graduate training in Focusing-Oriented Psychotherapy, has an international network of Focusing teachers, and makes training protocols and research instruments available.  

The Institute has 1500 members in 56 countries, of which 733 are certified Focusing professionals.  Focusing is used across cultures and can be taught in a number of different languages.  Dr. Gendlin’s original book, Focusing, has been published in 15 languages.  Thus the tool of Focusing is accessible to ethnically diverse populations.  

The Focusing Institute has never commercialized Focusing, but has sought to disseminate the practice as a social good.  Despite the lack of an advertising campaign, hundreds of thousands of people all over the world have received at least some introduction to Focusing.  Many other people engage in a Focusing-like approach to their experience without ever having been formally trained, and without naming it Focusing.  The inner awareness or felt sense that is accessed during Focusing is naturally available to everyone, though some use it more than others.  A formal training program can help support people in further developing these natural processes.

It can be difficult to explain Focusing because there is not a word in our language for a sensing process that is not thinking and not feeling.  Yet most of us can relate to the experience of a bodily felt sense, when we wake from a dream, for example, and are not be able to remember the details but are able to remember the feelings of the dream by sensing them in our body.  Another example would be the “sense” you can have of someone when you meet them for the first time.  In that case, the “sense” includes all of the bodily knowing about the person, including their physical appearance, mannerisms, gestures, tone of voice, posture, speech, what they say, and so forth.  Yet the “sense” of that person goes beyond all of these details, forming a whole that is more than we can explain with our conscious minds.  Accessing this inner way of knowing is useful for making decisions, coping with illness or stress, increasing a sense of well-being, and for achieving a kind of self-knowledge that supports lasting change.  
Applications

1. Behavioral Health.  The value of Focusing to support and enhance psychotherapeutic interventions has been studied in depth, with over sixty studies demonstrating the efficacy of Focusing in increasing experiencing levels that are correlated with more favorable outcomes in psychotherapy.  The Institute would like to enter into arrangements with mental health providers, behavioral health companies and health plans to offer training in Focusing to augment and reduce the need for other more costly interventions.  Focusing is also useful to support continuing growth after psychotherapy ends.  

2. Management of Chronic Illness and End of Life Care.  Preliminary studies of the use of Focusing for the management of chronic illnesses and end-of-life care suggest that the technique can help reduce anxiety and depression, aid in medical decision-making, reduce pain and promote comfort.  Focusing has been used with cancer patients, AIDS/HIV care, for management of chronic physical pain, and to assist individuals with cognitive deficits such as dementia.  Focusing is also helpful for caregivers, who learn to trust and support the growing edge and the strength available within individuals as they face illness and even death.  A caregiver who knows Focusing can be with a client in a special way by dropping their awareness into their own body and listening from their felt sense.  Focusing is one of the complementary approaches used at the Dana Farber Cancer Institute’s Zakim Center for Integrated Therapies.  The Institute would like to collaborate with providers and payers to study the use of Focusing as a tool for disease management and end-of-life care.  

3. Prevention.  Focusing has been integrated in some settings as a complementary and alternative modality that can generally improve an individual’s sense of well-being and the ability to make healthy choices.  For example, Doralee Grindler-Katonah, Ph.D. is on the staff of the Center for Complementary Medicine of the Advocate Medical Group in Park Ridge, IL, where she teaches Focusing to medical residents, therapists and to the public.  The practice of Focusing was featured in Andy Weil’s Newsletter in August 2004.  
4. Self-Management.  By connecting individuals to a deeper source of their own knowing, Focusing can help with managing everyday stress and for overcoming blocks and procrastination.  As with most other CAM modalities, there is need for more methodologically-sound studies to demonstrate Focusing’s potential in this area.  The Institute seeks to establish collaborative relationships with other CAM providers and with researchers to design and carry out studies to demonstrate Focusing’s value in preventing illness and promoting high level wellness.

Research

Eugene Gendlin, PhD, philosopher and psychologist, formalized the Focusing method in the 1960s based on research carried out at the University of Chicago on the process and outcome of psychotherapy. He found that those therapy clients who were able to access their moment to moment experiencing were more likely to benefit from a course of psychotherapy than those who did not. Over the last 30 years there have been dozens of studies that have confirmed this association between the ability to Focus and success in psychotherapy.  In addition 39 studies have shown that the skill of Focusing can be taught to patients themselves or other non-professionals.  (Hendricks, 2001).     

Over the years, Focusing has been found useful in many other aspects of life in addition to psychotherapy.  Focusing is now used in healthcare, business, theology, politics and education—in any life endeavor that can benefit from accessing the body’s fuller implicit understanding of a situation and the application of this knowledge.

In addition to the abundant research on the relationship of Focusing to successful psychotherapy outcomes, there have been a number of preliminary studies showing that Focusing is effective to improve health outcomes.  Two small studies have shown the usefulness of Focusing with people with cancer. In one, 12 people with cancer focused with a coach over several weeks, and were then found to have better mood, less depression and improved body image. (Grindler, 1991). Another study, soon to be published, showed that Focusing combined with the arts led to better perceived life quality and a better body image in 19 women with breast cancer. (Klagsbrun, in press).  

A 1999 study (Lutgendorf 1999) suggested that those who successfully Focused when discussing emotional trauma had better immune indicators in their blood work than those who did not.  Focusing has also shown promise in helping to manage pain (Pettinati, 1999), and to assist overweight individuals maintain weight loss. (Holstein & Flaxman, 1996).

There has been an abundance of research that supports the neurophysiological basis for Focusing.  Dating back to the 1970s, scientists have demonstrated that receptors and neurotransmitter substances involved in emotions circulate throughout the body and operate in conjunction with the brain and nervous system, thus establishing that the so-called “mind-body connection” is, in fact, a physical reality. (Pert, C., Molecules of Emotion. New York: Touchstone, 1997).  In line with this, several studies have shown Focusing to be correlated with various measures of relaxation: 

Gendlin, E.T. & J.I. Berlin (1961). Galvanic skin response correlates of different modes of experiencing. Journal of Clinical Psychology, 17 (1), 73-77.  

Cook, J.J. & E.T. Gendlin (1960). Physiological correlates of a therapeutic mode of experiencing in a laboratory setting. Unpublished manuscript.

Berlin, J.I. & E.T. Gendlin (1962). Some psychological determinants of the basal process. University of Wisconsin. Unpublished manuscript (10 pp.).

Bernick, N., & Oberlander, M. (1969). Effect of verbalization and two different modes of experiencing on pupil size. Perception and Psychophysics, 3, 327–339.

Don, N.S. (1977) Transformation of conscious experience and its EEG correlates. Journal of Altered States of Consciousness. Vol. 3, n. 2, pp. 147-168.
Focusing is a kind of inner attention that is based in the body. We talk about a "bodily felt sense" of our situations.  Focusers or high experiencing subjects are better able to discriminate physiological states (Kolilis 1988) and the process of Focusing is accompanied by body relaxation indicators (Gendlin 1961; Bernick 1969).  The felt shift correlates with an increase in EEG alpha frequencies (Don 1977).

A series of five studies ( Zimring 1974; 1983; 1985; 1988; 1990) show that performance on complex mental tasks requiring attention to internally generated stimuli is increased by the first step of Focusing, Clearing A Space. In line with the idea that Focusing enhances non-automatic cognitive processes, Focusers were found to do better on measures of creativity (Gendlin 1968), intuition (Vandenbos 1971), flexible use of attention (Oberhoff 1990; Iberg 1990) and conceptual complexity (Fontana 1980). Focusers can maintain concentration and withstand distractions while attending to an internal body sense (Tamura 1987; Oishi 1989; Oberhoff 1990).
Costs

Focusing is taught in workshops and in individual sessions, and can also be learned over the telephone.  Most people are able to learn the basics of Focusing in two or three coaching sessions.  

Telephone coaching session


$50 Introductory Session






$75 Per Subsequent Session 







$190 for a Package of three
In-person individual coaching session
$90 to $100 per session
Weekend workshop



$225
Once Focusing is learned, people can use the technique on their own or with a partner, who is a peer listener.  After an initial investment of as little as $150-$200, a person can use Focusing for free, as often and for as long as they want.  The mission of The Focusing Institute is to make Focusing available to everyone around the world at an affordable cost, and on a sliding-scale if necessary.  

Anyone wanting additional support can avail themselves of the numerous workshops offered by The Focusing Institute and take advantage of group meetings held by Focusers that are free-of-charge except for a small, voluntary donation to help cover the cost of the space.
Although some people may prefer an in-person training, we have found telephone training to be an effective and convenient way for most people to learn Focusing.  This is especially true for people who live outside of large cities, who would otherwise have to travel to an on-site training program, and for people who are ill who may not have the stamina to attend an in-person training. 
Credentialing

Focusing trainers and coaches are credentialed by The Focusing Institute.  To be certified as a Focusing Oriented Psychotherapist, an individual must complete an extensive two-year program which includes theory, practice and supervision. Trainers must maintain weekly practice with a partner and attend monthly trainings.
Certification as a Focusing Coordinator involves supervised experience as a trainer or a therapist and creation of a training program. The new Focusing Coordinator is mentored by an existing senior member of the faculty for the first year of the program they offer.
All Focusing coaches are certified Focusing Institute Trainers.  All have completed a minimum of two years training and have been recommended by a Focusing Institute Certifying Coordinator (senior teacher) for certification.  

Coaches have received additional instruction in phone coaching, under the supervision of the Institute’s Coaching/Focusing Partnership Coordinator, who is a Certified Social Worker.  Focusing coaches are supervised by a Certified Social Worker.  All coaches must agree to adhere to the Focusing Institute’s code of ethics.  The Institute maintains a procedure for receiving and resolving complaints. 
Focusing Training and Coaching Program

Most people find it easier to learn Focusing through individual instruction than through simply reading about it.  To a large extent, Focusing can only be learned by being experienced.  There are a series of steps that may be followed but the steps are only meant as a guide, and may or may not work for an individual learning to Focus.  There is not one generic process that everybody does the same way.  The way in which each person applies Focusing has an individual specificity.  

A coaching session usually begins with having the Focuser get comfortable in a chair, take a few deep breaths and close or lower their eyes.  The Focuser will then be asked to bring their awareness into the center of their body, to ask themselves how am I feeling today, right now or how am I about a particular issue today, right now, and then to take a minute or longer to allow a body sense to form.  A body sense is usually something subtle, vague, fuzzy and unclear because it has not yet been put into words.  Once a body sense forms, the Focuser will be encouraged to describe what they are sensing and then to see if the description fits with the body sense.  The coach will go on to assist the Focuser to sense for the emotional quality and possibly the meaning or reason behind the sensations.  Focusing, to be effective, must always be performed with an attitude of acceptance for whatever comes.  Accepting the validity of a body sense and its related emotions and meanings allows a shift to begin internally and entirely naturally.  This is different than acting on the sense.  Action can and often does come later, informed by access to the body’s inner sense of knowing.  
Partnership Program

Once someone has learned Focusing, they may choose to Focus with a partner.  For someone who needs a partner, the Focusing Institute has a partnership program that allows individuals to request a partner on-line.  When someone Focuses with a partner, the partner acts as a listener and may reflect what the Focuser says to help him or her with their process.  A Focusing partnership works best when the partner does not advise or try to fix or help the Focuser with their issues.  Partners usually meet once a week for about an hour, and share the time equally.  Many Focusing partnerships are carried on over the telephone.
Books on Focusing 

Eugene Gendlin, Ph.D., Focusing.  Bantam Doubleday Dell, 1981.
Eugene Gendlin, Ph.D., Focusing-Oriented Psychotherapy:  A Manual of the Experiential Method.  Guilford, 1996.

Ann Weiser Cornell, Ph.D., The Power of Focusing:  A Practical Guide to Emotional Self-Healing.  New Harbinger Publications, Inc., 1996.

Campbell Purton, Ph.D., Person-Centred Therapy: The Focusing-Oriented Approach.   Palgrave Macmillan, 2005.

Bala Jaison, Ph.D., Integrating Experiential and Brief Therapy. .  [need publisher and date]
Janet Klein, Psy.D. The Empathic Listening/ Focusing Manual. .  [need publisher and date]
Kathleen McGuire-Bouwman, Ph.D., The Experiential Dimension in Psychotherapy.  .  [need publisher and date]
The FOLIO (Volume 18, Number 1, 1999) Focusing and Medicine. 

There are numerous of other Focusing-related articles posted on the Focusing Institute’s website and available from their bookstore at www.Focusing.org.  
Testimonials

People differ in their response to Focusing.  For some, Focusing can become a way of life where they may walk around most of the time with their attention more in their body than just in their head, or with an easy and frequent checking in with their felt sense on an ongoing basis.  Others use Focusing more casually to address specific issues or generally in conjunction with meditation, yoga or stress management techniques to meet the daily demands of living.  In any case, Focusing can make a demonstrable difference for many people who have an opportunity to learn the practice.  In a recent informal study, Participants who had learned Focusing said the following: “Focusing has become my way of starting each day and is particularly useful in emotional emergencies”(B.W.) “Focusing helps me to relax and unwind.” (M.B.) “I now incorporate Focusing into my daily life for preventative care”. (J.M.) “I find Focusing to be an excellent way for me to put aside what is troubling, so that a clear space shows itself, allowing me to be more mindful of the present moment”. (D.B.) “I use Focusing to bring peace to my body mind and spirit.”(B.M.).
Contact Information

For further information about Focusing for Health, please contact:

Marion Hendricks Gendlin, Ph.D., Director

The Focusing Institute

34 East Lane

Spring Valley, NY 10977

845-362-0904

info@Focusing.org
www.Focusing.org

THE FIRST STEP OF FOCUSING PROVIDES SUPERIOR STRESS-REDUCTION

By Gene Gendlin, Ph.D.
In relaxation and meditation a physical residue of tension often remains in the body in spite of the fact that one is deeply relaxed. Sometimes this is noticed as a gray climate or unpleasant atmosphere. Most often nothing of that sort is noticed, but the body continues to carry tension outside of awareness.

People who know Focusing rarely employ only the usual methods of stress reduction, because they know a superior way of dealing with stress, which they employ before the usual methods. Deep relaxation would be moved to after this procedure. The procedure itself does also bring a degree of relaxation, but not to the usual degree, not deeper than the entry-level to altered states. We find a much greater stress-reduction if we first institute the bodily release attained by the first step of Focusing.
The stress most people carry in their bodies almost always consists of several life issues, not just one. It is typical to find that one’s body is carrying one or two major long-term stresses along with several minor but acute stresses from events of the day. All the stresses are what we call crossed in the body. Rather than being next to each other, each gets into the others so that they add weight to each other. A large overall stress weight results.

The usual methods of stress reduction deal only with the overall stress weight as a whole. In the first step of Focusing the stresses are sorted out.   In our procedure a single stress comes up, and separates itself  from the rest of the overall weight. We have a way in which this is put down (placed outside the body). Now there is a way to attend so as to check whether that particular stress has indeed gone out of the body so that the body feels somewhat released. If not, there are more specific ways to insure that it will. Then our procedure lets another stress come up, again single and separate. It is put down, and so on, until one has put down the stresses that were being carried just then.  A much greater degree of stress reduction is attained and directly experienced in this way, than with the usual methods.

We find that each stress is far lighter when released from crossing with the others. Even when working on them is the aim, rather than stress reduction, sorting them out makes them much more bearable than they were before. They do not reconstitute the same degree of weightedness as when they were crossed.

The first movement of Focusing can be taught to people who don’t know Focusing (Grindler project, also Bernstein project), although it will be natural to continue into some Focusing instruction from it.

Some people can find this procedure immediately upon being given our series of instructions. Others must first learn to sense their bodies from inside, then a certain kind of inward bodily attention characteristic of Focusing.

Average training time is about four or five one hour sessions.
Focusing: Engaging the Wisdom of the Body

An Excerpt from an Article by Deborah Anne Grandinetti

Focusing is a process you can use alone or with a partner. It can be useful when you feel burdened by the demands of practice and want physical relief, keep talking about a distressing issue but never resolve it, or want relief from stress-related symptoms you just can’t shake.

A full session can take anywhere from 20 minutes to an hour or more, but you can do a short version in just a few minutes. A technique called “clearing a space,” which is often the first step in the full Focusing process, can be used to take a five-minute stress vacation during the day.

Here’s a variation of that technique from Boston psychologist Joan Klagsbrun, who has used Focusing in her behavioral medicine practice for 25 years:

• Set aside at least five minutes when you know you won’t be disturbed.

• Remember a time when you felt a deep sense of calm and well-being. Conjure it up with all of your senses.

• Ask yourself: “What is getting in the way of that?”

• Visit with each of the concerns or problems you uncover. Don’t probe deeply; touch lightly on them, sensing how each concern feels in the body. Then imagine that you’re putting down the concern, at the right distance, outside of you. 

• Continue until you have put down three or four of your most pressing concerns. Then ask yourself, “What do I sense in the background?” It could be a feeling of being constantly pressured, rushed, overwhelmed, or a little depressed. 

“Focusing can bring enormous relief,” says Klagsbrun. “The more we place the background content outside of ourselves, the more we feel like ourselves.”

Emergency physician Bruce Nayowith, who has been a fan of the method since 1988, says this technique has helped make him less frantic. “Even when I have lots of things to do, I can put them ‘out in space’ so they’re not all trying to run my body at once.”

The full Focusing process employs five other basic steps, although the process is fluid. Because there are subtleties involved, you’ll need personal instruction to master it.

Here’s a brief description of Focusing to help you determine whether it appeals to you.

Begin by bringing your attention to one area of your body that seems to be demanding it. (As you follow the process, your attention might shift to other areas of the body. These are the areas that hold “information” related to the stress you feel.)

Let’s say you notice a disturbance in your stomach. Focus your attention there, trying to sense the ‘feeling quality’ that is present. How would you describe it? Is there a word, phrase, or image that captures it exactly? It may take a couple of tries. When you find a word or image that’s just right, you may notice a “click” or some other subtle body signal that lets you know the fit is just right. That alone will often bring relief.

As you continue to pay attention to the “feeling quality,” you may discover that you are carrying feelings you’re not consciously aware of. Maybe you notice anger over your need to rush all day just to keep on top of your schedule, or grief about a patient who died. Acknowledging the unacknowledged—simply by spending time paying attention—can lighten those feelings considerably.

“Focusing is really about making the implicit explicit,” says Klagsbrun. “We carry what’s implicit at the body level. If we were to look at problems intellectually, we wouldn’t be touching the ones that don’t have words but are weighing us down. Some concerns are too inchoate. When you get the body’s version, you gain access to another dimension of wisdom.”

This is the point in the process when Focusers use specific questions, such as, “What is it about this whole situation that I don’t know?” This is the key to Focusing—to explore the meaning that is emerging from the body. The method’s philosophy is that everyone has innate wisdom, and that the best solutions for stress unfold from within.

Nayowith, for instance, used Focusing to understand why his stomach tightened intensely during certain work activities, despite his twice daily relaxation exercises. At the root of it all was a fear that he wouldn’t be accepted. Once he acknowledged the fear, the abdominal distress and anxiety eased. Focusing also enabled him to end a cycle of sore throats and fevers, which he found himself getting every couple of weeks.

You can also use Focusing to explore the best way to resolve your situation. You can pose a question such as, “What can I do that would help?” to the part of your body that is carrying the problem. Then wait for an answer to emerge. The right one will have the quality of an aha! moment—in which there is no doubt about the suitability of the information. 

You can do the above process alone, or by taking turns with a partner. The partner is there to reflect your words, without giving advice. 

Focusers say they use “Focusing moments” throughout the day. Nayowith says he’s found it particularly helpful when he needs to “settle down” after dealing with a patient who he suspects is lying to him to gain access to drugs. 

“I hate confrontations and can feel myself start to shake,” he says. So after he dismisses the patient, he takes a few minutes to “be with how my body is feeling. It helps to just acknowledge that something I don’t like is happening. Otherwise, it might take me a couple of hours to settle down. This way, I don’t take that craziness with me when I see my next patient.”

The Benefits of Focusing in Health Care

by Joan Klagsbrun, Ph.D.
· To reduce stress – The first step of Focusing is particularly designed to untangle the stressors you are carrying and clear each one out of the body. This can prevent illness.

· To invoke and maintain positive feelings – Getting a “felt sense” of what brings you joy or peace or equanimity. For health care practitioners, it might be remembering what it feels like when your work flows well or when you are at your best.

· To alleviate the suffering around pain and discomfort – Focusing can give distance from pain, help patients heal from and compassionately befriend the pain.

· To make difficult decisions about medical care – Focusing helps a patient get a body sense of which decision feels right. The heart of a good decision often includes more than can be put into words.

· To undergo a medical procedure – Focusing can help the person stay embodied and connected to herself. Noticing how the whole experience feels inside helps allay apprehension and enables the person to find a sense of well-being.

· To cope with fear and anxiety – Focusing promotes acknowledgement and acceptance of the fearful or overwhelmed feelings so a person can better hear what would ease the fear.

· To cope with helplessness – When a person communicates with himself on a deep level and can name what he feels, the result is often a sense of mastery and control.

· To change behavior – Focusing invites the person to check inside and see what’s in the way of making a change, thus allowing a compassionate dialogue with the reluctant aspects of herself. 

· To build “hardiness” – Researchers (Kobasa and Maddi, 19841) have ascertained that the qualities of challenge, control, and commitment that comprise “hardiness” allow people to stay healthy under stress and better recover from illness. The researchers chose Focusing as the first step in their four-step plan to promote “hardiness”. Focusing helps us shift our perceptions from the conventional to the personal, which is, according to Ouillette (née Kobasa) a “prerequisite for significant personality change”.

· To foster a collaborative relationship between health care provider and patient – When paired with listening, the process of Focusing facilitates a sense of trust and connection between practitioner and patient.
With all of the above objectives, Focusing may be used as a whole step-by-step process, or may be more subtly integrated into work with patients. Even mini-Focusing moments, in which you offer a Focusing invitation or question can be extremely beneficial.

Three Key Aspects of Focusing

By Ann Weiser Cornell, Ph.D.
There are three key qualities or aspects which set Focusing apart from any other method of inner awareness and personal growth. The first is something called the “felt sense”.  The second is a special quality of engaged accepting inner attention. And the third is a radical philosophy of what facilitates change. Let’s take these one by one. 

The Focusing process involves coming into the body, and finding there a special kind of body sensation called a “felt sense”. Eugene Gendlin was the first person to name and point to a felt sense, even though human beings have  been having felt senses as long as they’ve been human. A felt sense, to put it simply, is a body sensation that has meaning. You’ve certainly been aware of a felt sense at some time in your life, and possibly you feel them often. 

Imagine being on the phone with someone you love who is far away, and you really miss that person, and you just found out in this phone call that you’re not going to be seeing them soon. You get off the phone, and you feel a heaviness in your chest, perhaps around the heart area. Or let’s say you’re sitting in a room full of people and each person is going to take a turn to speak, and as the turn comes closer and closer to you, you feel a tightness in your stomach, like a spring winding tighter and tighter. Or let’s say  you’re taking a walk on  a beautiful fresh morning, just after a rain, and you come over a hill, and there in the air in front of you is a perfect rainbow, both sides touching the ground, and as you stand there and gaze at it you feel your chest welling up with an expansive, flowing, warm feeling. These are all felt senses.

If you’re operating purely with emotions, then fear is fear. It’s just fear, no more. But if you’re operating on the felt sense level, you can sense that this fear, the one you’re feeling right now, is different from the fear you felt yesterday. Maybe yesterday’s fear was like a cold rock in the stomach, and today’s fear is like a pulling back, withdrawing. As you stay with today’s fear, you start to sense something like a shy creature pulled back into a cave. You get the feeling that if you sit with it long enough, you might even find out the real reason that it is so scared. A felt sense is often subtle and as you pay attention to it you discover that it is intricate. It has more to it. We have a vocabulary of emotions that we feel over and over again, but every felt sense is different. You can however start with an emotion, and then feel the felt sense of it, as you are feeling it in your body right now. 

Felt sensing is not something that other methods teach. There is no one else, outside of Focusing, who is talking about this dimension of experience which is not emotion and not thought, which is subtle yet concretely felt, absolutely physically real. Felt sensing is one of the things that makes it Focusing.

The second key aspect of Focusing is a special quality of engaged accepting inner attention. 

In the Focusing process, after you are aware of the felt sense, you then bring to it a special quality of attention. One way I like to say this is, you sit down to get to know it better. I like to call this quality “interested curiosity”. By bringing this interested curiosity into a relationship with the felt sense, you are open to sensing that which is there but not yet in words. This process of sensing takes time – it is not instant. So ideally there is a willingness to take that time, to wait, at the edge of not-yet-knowing what this is, patient, accepting, curious, and open. Slowly, you sense more. This can be a bit like coming into a darkened room and sitting, and as your eyes get used to the lower light, you sense more there than you had before. You could also have come into that room and then rushed away again, not caring to sense anything there. It is the caring to, the interest, the wanting to get to know it, that brings the further knowing.

There is not a trying to change anything. There is no doing something to anything. In this sense, the process is very accepting. We accept that this felt sense is here, just as it is, right now. We are interested in how it is. We want to know it, just as it is. 

Yet there is something more than just accepting. In this interested curious inner attention, there is also a confident expectation that this felt sense will change in its own way, that it will do something that Gene Gendlin calls “making steps”. What is “making steps”?

The inner world is never static. When you bring awareness to it, it unfolds, moves, becomes its next step.

A woman is Focusing, let’s say, on a heavy feeling in her chest which she feels is connected with a relationship with a friend. The Focuser recently left her job, and she has just discovered that the friend is applying for the position. She has been telling herself that this is not important, but the feeling of something wrong has persisted. Now she sits down to focus.

She brings awareness into the throat-chest-stomach area of her body and she soon discovers this heavy feeling which has been around all week. She says hello to it. She describes it freshly: “heavy…also tight…especially in the stomach and chest.” Then she sits with it to get to know it better. She is interested and curious. Notice how this interested and curious is the opposite of the telling herself that this is not important which she had been doing before. She waits, with this engaged accepting attention. 

She can feel that this part of her is angry. “How could she?  How could she do that?” It says about her friend. Ordinarily she would be tempted to tell herself that being angry is inappropriate, but this is Focusing, so she just says to this place, “I hear you,” and keeps waiting. Interested and curious for the “more” that is there.

In a minute she begins to sense that this part of her is also sad. “Sad” surprises her; she didn’t expect sad. She asks, “Oh, what gets you sad?” In response, she senses that it is something about being invalidated. She waits, there is more. Oh, something about not being believed! When she gets that, something about not being believed, a rush of memories comes, all the times she told her friend how difficult her boss is to work for. “It’s as if she didn’t believe me!” is the feeling.

Now our Focuser is feeling relief in her body. This has been a step. The emergence of sad after the anger was also a step. The Focusing process is a series of steps of change, in which each one brings fresh insight, and a fresh body relief, an aha! Is this the end? She could certainly stop here. But if she wanted to continue, she would go back to the “something about not being believed” feeling and again bring to it interested curiosity. It might be that there’s something special for her about not being believed, something linked to her own history, which again brings relief when it is heard and understood. 

Focusing brings insight and relief, but that’s not all it brings. It also brings new behavior. In the case of this woman, we can easily imagine that her way of being with her friend will now be more open, more appropriately trusting. It may also be that other areas of her life were bound up with this “not being believed” feeling, and they too will shift after this process. This new behavior happens naturally, easily, without having to be done by willpower or effort. And this brings us to the third special quality of Focusing.

The third key quality or aspect which sets Focusing apart from any other method of inner awareness and personal growth is a radical philosophy of what facilitates change.

How do we change? How do we not change? If you are like many of the people who are drawn to Focusing, you probably feel stuck or blocked in one or more areas of your life. There is something about you, or your circumstances, or your feelings, and reactions to things that you would like to change. That is very natural. But let us now contrast two ways of approaching this wish to change.

One way assumes that to have something change, you must make it change. You must do something to it. We can call this the doing/fixing way.

The other way, which we can call the being/allowing way, assumes that change and flow is the natural course of things, and when something seems not to change, what it needs is attention and awareness, with an attitude of allowing it to be as it is, yet open to its next steps.

Our everyday lives are deeply permeated with the doing/fixing assumption. When you tell a friend about a problem, how often is their response to give you advice on fixing the problem? Many of our modern therapy methods carry this assumption as well. Cognitive therapy, for example, asks you to change your self-talk. Hypnotherapy often brings in new images and beliefs to replace the old. So, the being/allowing philosophy embodied in Focusing, is a radical philosophy. It turns around our usual expectations and ways of viewing the world. It’s as if I were to say to you that this chair you are sitting on would like to become an elephant, and if you will just give it interested attention, it will begin to transform. What a wild idea! Yet, that is how wild it sounds, to some deeply ingrained part of ourselves when we are told that a fear that we have might transform into something which is not at all fear, if it is given interested attention.

When people who are involved in Focusing talk about the “wisdom of the body”, this is what they mean: that the felt sense “knows” what it needs to become next, as surely as a baby knows it needs warmth and comfort and food. As surely as a radish seed knows it will grow into a radish. We never have to tell the felt sense what to become; we never have to make it change. We just need to provide the conditions which allow it to change, like a good gardener providing light and soil and water, but not telling the radish to become a cucumber!

Why Focusing is Intrinsically Healing

By Joan Klagsbrun, Ph. D.

· The process of Focusing connects mind/body and spirit - Focusing is physical (works with the body), mental (works with meaning), and spiritual (creates a transcendent perspective). Combining these different levels of  human experience together in one process generally feels unifying and uplifting.
· Clearing a Space elicits a deep sense of well-being in the body - The Clearing a Space step helps patients discover an inner sense of well-being by setting aside stressors, and allowing the patient to connect to a positive core identity. 

· Focusing releases bodily tension - By identifying how each stressor or feeling is experienced in the body, and then visualizing the body without that stressor, tension is released.

· Focusing invites us to treat ourselves with compassion - One of the tenets of Focusing is to greet whatever emerges with friendliness, gentleness, and respect. While critical and judgmental attitudes close off lines of communication, a Focusing Attitude allows us to hear from parts of ourselves that have been previously inaccessible.

· The Felt Sense  implies a direction for the healing process - When we pay attention to our bodily ‘felt sense’ of  a situation or problem, we discover authentic steps that move us in the direction of healing. 

FOCUSING PARTNERSHIPS AS PREVENTIVE MEDICINE

By Mary Hendricks Gendlin, Ph.D.
Most people are weighed down by difficult situations, family troubles, money pressures, all sorts of things.  And if there are already health problems, fear and worry are added.  With so much anxiety, depression, anger, and agitated energy, normal bodily self-maintenance is decreased. 

It has long been known that we carry our situations in our bodies.  Some processes such as meditation and stress reduction have been found helpful by moving one’s attention away from problems.  However, the body generally retains all the weights even during meditation.

A more recently discovered process called “FOCUSING” moves those bodily weights one by one.  The process begins by separately finding each heavy or jumpy situation that the body carries, naming it (or tagging it “that one”) and learning to “place” it in a certain way which brings a tension-release in regard to that situation.  This problem-specific release is also a guide in the process because, if there is no immediate bodily release from placing it, there are other steps which can bring the release.  One moves from one thing to the next and the next, releasing each until one has successfully “made a space,” or at least feels considerably better in one’s body.   The release is temporary.  After a few hours of living in difficult circumstances one may have to use the process again.

Most people who know the process use it before any task that requires energy and concentration.  If one can “place” the weights down and free one’s body, there is a physical sense of being in a free space.  Then one’s full capacities will be available for the task.  The process is also used frequently before lunch, dinner, or any enjoyable activity because bodily-carried weights get in the way of real enjoyment.

“Making a space” is only the first part of Focusing, but it is the part that concerns us here.  The process typically takes only five or ten minutes.  It is done more easily if one has the unobtrusive attention of some friendly person or “Focusing partner.”  It is expected that one will say nothing or very little about the content one finds.  One is free to say anything one might actually wish to say, and people do talk much of the time, but the process is taught with an understanding that it is inherently private.  Touching one’s physically-felt weights and seeing what they each are, requires no self-disclosing.  To be expected to say what one finds is known to block the process.  One is expected to keep most of it to oneself.  But it does help greatly to have the company of another person who can keep still and yet pay attention.  Once learned, people often use Focusing alone during the day, just to “make a space” so as to free up their bodies.

A FOCUSING PARTNERSHIP is the most effective way to learn and practice Focusing.  For each person we arrange someone they do not otherwise know to be a Focusing partner (usually on the telephone). Partners divide an hour in half and take turns giving each other free attention.

Before talking to the partner, we provide one partnership time with an partnership “mentor” with whom to experience both halves of the time. 

Partners usually talk about personal problems, difficulties in their work, or problematic situations, but they are free to bring up anything whatever.  It need not always be a problem.  A person might want to read the partner a happy letter that just came, or use the time to brag about the kids.  We say only as much as we want to say about anything.  Focusing partnerships provide maximally close attention with minimal intrusion.  

Partners offer no opinions or comments.  They are committed only to indicate honestly when they follow (Yes, I sure know what you mean”), and when they do not follow  (“Tell me that again please, my mind wandered,” or “I couldn’t follow you, Can you say it another way?”).

These partnerships are successful because both people know Focusing, and do sometimes speak from deeply inside themselves.  On the Focusing level each person is unique. One hears things one has never heard before, and is unlikely to hear anywhere else.   Of course there is also superficial talk, but even this is of interest when it is with a person from whom one has heard on deeper levels.   Without knowing Focusing, the time would not be valuable.  It would be like any other chance for a chat.  With Focusing, the time becomes immensely valuable.  The knowledge that it is reliably coming on a certain day and time enables one’s body to steady itself between times.

Because Focusing partners are not otherwise connected, one’s life is not affected by what the partner feels or says.  In our usual relationships the other person’s feelings, desires, and attitudes are hard to hear, because they have consequences for us and we will have to find a way to live with those.  In a Focusing partnership one can hear the other person’s experiences easily because one’s own needs are not affected.  So it is easy to appreciate the fascinating being which is that person (and really, every person).  A very close personal connection usually develops, even though people have met only on the telephone.  One becomes able to hear what the other person wants to convey.  When people speak from Focusing, they become very likeable.  

A Focusing partnership is an immense life-support that is completely free of cost. 

� Excerpt from “Stressed? Here are two routes to relief” 


1 The Hardy Executive: Health Under Stress. Dow Jones-Irwin, Homewood IL


� This article is excerpted from the audiotape called Introduction to Focusing, by Ann Weiser Cornell and is posted on The Focusing Institute’s website.
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