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I feel uncomfortable about a 
meeting that I'm due to go to. I 
have a definite sense of uneasiness. 
It's clear to me that I feel some­
thlni, but its not clear what the 
feeling is. It feels bad, whatever 
it is. At first I try to 'think out' 
what the feeling might be. I try to 
explain it to myself. But the 
explanations don't feel real. I 
don't have that satisfying sense of 
'Yes, that's it, I've got it'. 

So I decide to 'stay with' the uneasy 
feeling itself. I try not to go off 
into thoughts and ideas. I try to 
'hang out' with the feeling in a non­
judgemental way. I try to make an 
'open space' in which the feeling 
can be and I can attend to it. I ask 
myself, 'What is this uneasy, 
unclear feeling?' I try not to 
answer the question with my head. 
I wait to see what comes to me. 
Nothing happens for a while. I try 
to notice whether I feel the feeling 
in a particular part of my body. I 
decide that it's sort of in my 
stomach. I ask myself whether I 
can find words to describe it. 
What occurs to me is the phrase 
'pressing down'. I say to myself, 
'It's like a 'pressing down feeling, 
there in my stomach'. 
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This seems like a forward step. I 
feel that I've got a bit more to go 
on. Things are a little bit clearer. 
I say to myself 'OK, this pressing 
down feeling, how does it relate to 
the meeting? What's so 'pressing 
down' about it? What co:nes up 
then is a sense of being over­
whelmed, of being swallowed up in 
something bigger than me. I get a 
mental picture of a large parachute 
that is tangled around me, cords 
and all. That's what the meeting 
feels like. 

I get a definite feeling of 'phew, 
that's it I' I feel something inside 
me being released, something 
moving on. In rapid succession a 
number of thoughts come to me. I 
think about how I often seem to 
end up in situations where 
whatever you do, its never enough. 
My previous job was like that. I 
think about how beaten I feel in 
such situations, and I feel some of 
that. Its as if there were nothing 
solid under my feet. How much 
more comfortable I feel when there 
is a discrete task to be done. I can 
do it, take pride in that and move 
onto the next thing. I feel comp­
etent, and on top of things. What 
feels wrong about the meeting is 



that 1t tnreatens to present me 
with a nebulous string of demands, 
with no clear end in sight, and I'm 
afraid of getting lost along the 
way. 

Having gone through this (which 
has taken me about ten minutes) I 
feel a lot better. The problem 
hasn't gone away. I still feel 
obliged to go to the meeting, and 
the issue of tmending demands is 
still there. But somehow I feel 
better about it. I no longer have 
the tmeasy tension inside my body 
'pressing down'. Its almost as if 
I've taken note of the problem, and 
it has moved on a bit. The 
problem is still there, but there 
has been some change. I feel that 
I have a bit more 'space for other 
things. 

* * * * 
The process I have described is 
what Eugene Gendlin calls 'Focus­
ing on the iflwardly-feit sense of a 
problem' or, more simply 'Focus­
ing'. (1) My ines capably present, 
yet tmclear, feeling is what 
Gendlin calls a 'felt sense'. When I 
thought about the meeting I was 
aware of my unclear felt sense. 
When I attended to it, and located 
it in my body, it became clearer. 
As I continued to attend to it, I 
found words to describe the 'feeling 
quality' of it, and I found that it 
opened out into a sense of what the 
meeting meant to me. What 
started as a feeling in my body 
turned into a sense of personal 
meaning. 
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Gendlin points out (2) that when 
when we (lay people and therapists 
alike) talk about 'feelings', we 
mean different things. We mean 
one of two things when we say 'I 
have a feeling'. One kind of 
'feeling' is where we say 'I feel 
angry' or, 'I feel sad'. This is 
'feeling' as an 'emotion'. But there 
is another kind of 'feeling' that I 
believe is given less attention, 
This other type of feeling is where 
we say. 'I feel tmeasy about this' 
or 'this gives me a strange feeling'. 
Here, by 'feeling' we mean 'a 
feeling sense of something-yet-to­
be-tmderstood'. We are aware of a 
bodily sensation (a feeling), but 
there is also a hint that it means 
something (although we don't know 
what). This kind of 'feeling' is 
almost what we mean by 'intuition', 
and it is this that Gendlin calls the 
'felt sense'. 

Whatever situation we are in, 
whatever problem confronts us, we 
always have inside us a felt sense 
of (about, in relation to) that 
situation. We may not realise that 
it's there, but if we turn our 
attention inwards, . there it is. 
Alongside this felt sense we may 
also have feelings in the sense of 
'emotions'. The situation may 
make us feel happy, angry or sad. 
But the felt sense is somehow 
'wider' than any emotion, because 
it points towards the meaning that 
the situation has for us as a whole. 

The felt sense is also 'lighter' to 
experience than strong or painful 
emotions. However it is generally 
less clear, less easy to perceive. 



A person may need to be encourag­
ed to look beyond the em-~•' 
see What else is there', before they 
can get in toucb with the felt 
sense. With some people, it even 
help& to say explicitly 'fm not 
going to ask you to go into or talk 
about painful feelings'. 

* * * * 
Focusing began as part of Client­
Centred Therapy. Eugene Gendlin 
was one of Carl Rogers' graduate 
students at the University of 
Chicago in the mid-1950's. His 
ideas inspired Rogers to write 'A 
Process Conception of 
Psychotherapy' {3), which was a 
key step in the development of 
Client-Centred Therapy. 
However, Focusing goes beyond 
client-centred practice as it is 
traditionally understood: in 
Focusing there is a more active 
pursuit of the person's felt sense. 

Focusing, in the context of 
therapy, happens when one person 
helps another person get in touch 
with their felt sense of a problem 
or situation. The help that is 
needed is different at different 
times {1). The simplest way of 
helping is that you listen attentive­
ly to the person, and you say back 
to them some of the felt, personal 
things in what they are saying. 
This is the same as in client­
centred practice. However, this 
in itself may not be enough. It 
may be that the person talks 
quickly, moving from one thing to 
another, and not staying with any 
one thing long enough to actually 
'go into' the feeling of it. They 
don't give their felt sense the time 
and attention that is needed for it 
to develop and be noticed. If this 
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happens- then in Focusing, you 
~-~------ -.. _! __ :..:.._~nbJ --.-~.~ 

directive than you are in Client­
Centred Therapy. You say to the 
person something like 'Hold on a 
moment ! Can you stay with the 
last thing you said? Is there a 
feeling that goes with that? Can 
you take a minute to see what 
more is in it?' In Focusing you are 
keen to make a pause, in which the 
felt sense has sufficient time and 
attention to develop. 

The other way in which Focusing is 
more specific than Client-Centred 
Therapy is that the person is given 
some ideas of where to look for 
their felt sense. Many people in 
counselling and therapy stay on the 
'thinking about' level, and find it 
hard to move down into their 'feel­
ings of' level. In Focusing such 
people are gently told 'try not to 
work this out with your head. 
Wait and see what comes in the 
place where you feel things'. If 
I'm listening to somebody and they 
are having trouble getting in touch 
with their felt sense, I may say 
'try gently asking yourself this 
question, 'What is this?' Then 
wait and seen what comes to you.' 
What is stressed is that you don't 
try to think it out, you try to let it 
come from the felt sense itself. 

Focusing is generally taught to 
people in groups, and over the 
years a number of specific teaching 
steps have been devised. Having 
learnt Focusing in this way, I now 
find that I can use particuar as­
pects of it in my counselling work, 
as I have described. I like the 
Focusing approach, both for myself 
and for when I'm listening to 
another person. I like the way it 



insists that you don't r_nix in any of 
your own stuff to what is there for 
the other person. (In my 
experience of therapy, this is 
extremely rare.) I like the respect 
it shows for the person's own ind­
ividual meaning (and this is a 
beautiful thing to receive.) I like 
the way it gently but firmly pulls 
people back, if they are in danger 
of rushing past their felt sense and 
never getting there. I like the way 
it offers people some guide-lines, 

some hints about where to look. 
After all, it's not easy contacting 
one's inner feelings. Finally I like 
the way that there is a certain 
lightness about Focusing. It's not 
the same as going down into painful 
feelings, and going round and 
round there. (I think that therapy 
can too often become an exercise 
in self-punishment) The felt sense 
is easier to have, and generally 
moves towards release and forward 
movement. 

Jonathon Hales-Tooke works as a counsellor at Croydon College. He is 
particularly interested in teaching listening skills to community groups, 
and is exploring the route from listening skills into Focusing. He would 
like to thank Davi~ Garlovsky for his help in learning Focusing. 
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Psychosynthesis Vision in Practice (!) 

0 QUEST PROGRAMME is a series of courses open to those who are 
-·· wanting to further their own personal and spiritual quest in depth. 

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT COURSES for counsellors, therapists and practitioners 
in complementary health who want to re-vision their work within a psychosynthesis 
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