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It has remained largely unknown how closely Gene Gendlin worked
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the University of Chicago, and subsequently as director of a large
research project on schizophrenia at the University of Wisconsin.
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of professionalisation and academisation currently directed at our
field.
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I would like to make accessible a text that originates from the little-known but extraordinarily productive
ten-year collaboration between Carl R. Rogers and Eugene Gendlin in Chicago and Wisconsin during the
1950s—a collaboration that can be regarded as the foundation of the person-centred experiential
approach. The text belongs to a series of papers known as the Counseling Center Discussion Papers, which
Rogers’ team produced on a regular basis. From early on, Gendlin contributed significantly to the
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evaluation and understanding of research findings on the effectiveness of counselling and psychotherapy,
drawing especially on his philosophical thinking. His text The Minimum Conditions of Experiential Learning
as Offered by a Correspondence Course in Counseling also appeared in this series (Gendlin 1958). It is a
foundational article on learning and teaching.

We read about the courage of the teacher in enabling students to engage in a form of learning and
thinking different from what they had previously been accustomed to. We learn how he makes himself
available as a person with whom the students can explore this new mode of thinking—one that is oriented
towards their own experiencing rather than merely towards the intellectual mastery of material—and we
hear of their enthusiasm as they realise that this changes them as persons.

In this way, we learn a great deal about what good training can mean—and about how we might think
differently about the concept of professionalism.

| either quote excerpts from Gendlin’s text or summarise it. In accompanying commentaries, | point out
details that seem important to me and that recur throughout Gendlin’s thinking and practice.

The term focusing does not appear in this text. What it nevertheless has to do with focusing will be shown
over the course of this article.

The Context

In 1950, a young aspiring philosopher, Eugene Gendlin, had completed his Master’s thesis on Dilthey at
the University of Chicago (Gendlin 1950) and wished to devote his doctoral dissertation to a topic that had
long preoccupied him: the relationship between experiencing and the symbolisation of that experiencing.
In the course of his research and in search of practical experience, he came across what was then known
as the “Rogers group” at his university’s counseling centre, led by the already established and well-funded
professor Carl R. Rogers, who was 25 years his senior. How Gendlin managed to sneak in there, take all the
materials that were freely available (thus encountering for the first time the radically democratic
orientation of the entire centre!), and realised that his philosophical topic was connected to what these
people were doing, can be read in his preface to Carl Rogers: The Quiet Revolutionary. An Oral History
(Gendlin 2002). He was fascinated, applied to Rogers as a client, went through the training, and became a
member of the research group, which devoted enormous amounts of time to listening to tape-recorded
therapy sessions sentence by sentence, transcribing them, discussing them as a team, and devising ever
new research designs on the effectiveness of therapy. Alongside Rogers’ existing publications, the many
articles by staff members in the Counseling Center Discussion Papers fertilised both theory-building and
practice.
What Gendlin added to the research group as a philosopher was a clarification and transformation of the
underlying concepts. Two of the most important points he emphasised early on, and to which I will return
later, are:

1. Thinking in terms of processes always takes precedence over thinking in terms of contents or

structures (or, as he put it: the HOW is more important than the WHAT).
2. Thinking in terms of interactions always takes precedence over thinking in terms of individual
participants in an interaction (who, he said, come into being through the interaction itself).



The Text

During his time in Chicago, Leonard Stein, Director of the Department of Adult Learning at the university—
who was particularly committed to correspondence courses (Stein 1962)—invited Gendlin to design a
distance-learning course for people engaged in helping relationships. Gendlin was familiar with face-to-
face courses of this kind from his work at the Counseling Center, both as a student and as a trainer, but he
doubted whether all the essential and interlinked elements—engagement with theory, application in
practice, personal growth, and learning within a group—could also occur in a correspondence course. In
the era before email and Zoom, participants were sitting alone at home; communication was slow and
conducted by letter, and a group’s intrinsic dynamics could not arise.

Gendlin therefore had to find something equivalent to this quality—or to create something new. He
became increasingly interested in what kind of learning process might be possible under such reduced
conditions. He agreed to the task. To his great astonishment and delight, the course proved extremely
successful, and in his text he attempts to understand why this was so. In doing so, he identifies
fundamental elements of a form of learning he calls experiential learning.

Above all, Gendlin writes, good materials are needed. The appropriate book, which seemed relevant to
the professional circumstances of the trainee counsellors, was Rogers’ newly published and already
standard work Client-Centered Therapy (1951). He writes:

Our only text was Rogers' "Client-Centered Therapy". Judging from the results as well as from the book
itself, the book is uniquely able to help the reader enter into the experience of being in psychotherapy
and of practicing psychotherapy. The book also contains many sophisticated theoretical concepts since
it is the most complete exposition of the client-centered approach." (Gendlin 1958)

Then a curriculum was required. This initially consisted of introductions and accompanying texts for the
readings, written by himself and by his colleagues at the Counseling Center. His aim was above all to show
students a path from their own everyday experiences to the highly complex contents of the book.

I am laying stress on this matter of entering a new topic, because my one aim in the content sections
of the syllabus was to trace the reader’s thinking process from everyday concepts to psychological
concepts without skipping any steps. | did not try to trivialize the concepts by reducing them to
everyday experience. | tried to move in the opposite direction by beginning from scratch on each topic
and in common sense term, build the reader’s road from everyday experience into each topic.

| would like to draw attention here to Gendlin’s effort not to trivialise the thinking process and not to skip
steps. This insistence on precision runs through his entire later work.

The curriculum then included—and this is the interesting point—two very different types of questions
about the book. One type was specifically designed to check reading comprehension: whether the
students had correctly understood and could recapitulate the contents (for example: what exactly does
Rogers mean by ...?, how does the author define ...?). These are questions of discrimination and
“correctness”, familiar to most of us since our school days. Gendlin emphasises that with these questions
he often pointed to those aspects of the texts that were in danger of being overlooked.

The questions concerning the reading demand an exact and correct explanation of some point in the
reading. | tried to formulate questions concerning points in the reading which the students might not



notice. Thus, the reading questions served both the function of testing reading comprehension and the
function of pointing up considerations which might otherwise go unnoticed.

Here again we encounter a movement of thought typical of Gendlin: nothing should go unnoticed, nothing
should be left to the somewhat random thinking or learning habits of students. Already at that time, it
seemed too important to him to be able to keep the whole in view—no glossing over, no avoidance
because something appeared too difficult or too boring at first glance. This reflects a fundamental respect:
everything that another person says or writes deserves attention, deserves to be taken seriously.

The second type of question, however, was unusual in the educational system of the time (and perhaps
still is). Gendlin asked how students felt while reading and reflecting, what thoughts and feelings arose in
them, and what happened when they followed these and allowed them to develop. He writes:

The questions which ask for the students' own thoughts or experiences give the student maximum
latitude to bring in any experience or thought he wishes, but they also guide him how to discover and
relate thoughts and experiences.

We hear Gendlin’s central philosophical interest from his student days: What is the relationship between
experiencing and thinking, between thoughts and the experiences from which they emerge?

In writing the questions, | assumed that most students will not have discovered the richness which is
implicit in their own thoughts and reactions to their reading. | therefore went into great detail to show
exactly how to explore the richness of one's own reactions to new material. The questions guide them
into the process of learning how to relate to their experiences and explore their vague thoughts.

The essential distinction between the WHAT and the HOW reappears here: it is this HOW, this manner of
experiential reading, that makes what one reads meaningful and motivates the learner. He does not
guestion that this richness of personal responses to new material can be discovered in every person.

This helps students discover that every reaction they have to what they read is worth looking into
and expanding.

The respect that he initially encouraged students to extend towards the texts of others is here applied to
their own thoughts and experiences. How important it was to Gendlin that there should be no premature
judgement, no exclusion, no pre-emptive silencing of a thought that is not yet fully formed! Everything
should be worth examining and unfolding—a major contrast to conventional learning processes, in which
right—wrong thinking intrudes far too early. How unfamiliar this must have been for Gendlin’s students,
and how much space it must have given them!

Because Gendlin knew that, in the absence of a group, no one could take on the function of asking follow-
up questions to help other learners deepen their thinking, he had to take on this function himself as the
teacher:

In classes and groups, | have found that if anyone is interested enough to ask another member
something like, "What do you mean, Fred?", the first speaker is usually able to expand what he meant.
He is then usually surprised by the great amount of meaning that his first vague comment really
contained.



I tried to build the same kind of exploratory process into the questions by asking the student to ask
himself what he means by his first vague reactions. | thus laid out for the student the exact steps of
the kind of thought process which | hoped he would discover.

First, | always formulated what | understood from the answers they had written.

For “there is some sense to be made of every answer,” Gendlin says. Every response makes sense in some
way - if we read this sentence slowly and let it work on us for a while, we sense that it is not only about
precision, but about an attitude, a relational quality—and in the next section he takes it even one step
further:

If a student’s answer really made no sense to me, | assumed that in one manner or other it had
made sense to him.

Another one of these seemingly simply formulated sentences—but the basic assumption that another
person’s world is meaningful and understandable in itself is breathtaking. What a difference it would make
if we were to remind ourselves of this from time to time—in our professional work with people, but also in
our everyday interactions.

| would then write a guess as to what sense the answer might have made, and ask the students if |
had guessed correctly. Usually, my guesses were really examples for him of how one elaborates
and formulates an unclear thought. | would end by asking him to formulate what he actually did
mean, if my guess was incorrect.

In doing so, he hands interpretative authority over the meaning of an utterance back to the other person
for further consideration, for the next step in the dialogue. We hear how he stimulates this process, this
pendular movement, which would gradually enable the students to engage in a kind of reflected inner
dialogue.

Since most of the participants in Gendlin’s course were already working in some advisory or supportive
capacity, it was also necessary to ensure a link to their professional fields and to provide supervision of
their work.

Many of the questions ask for applications of the ideas of the course, and for experiences in
applying them. The student is invited to describe areas of thought and experience with which he
himself is dissatisfied or puzzled or aware of having failed in some way.

The tenor of the course is that to learn, one must experiment, explore and thus often run into
undesired consequences.

At the beginning, when the course still had few participants, Gendlin responded in detail to everything
that was sent to him, asked new questions, dialogues developed, insights deepened, and students learned
in a way previously unknown to them; their thinking became increasingly differentiated.

As the course filled up and his time no longer allowed for such extensive responses and inquiries, he
restricted himself (as L. Stein had even advised him to do) to brief comments, which nevertheless
functioned in the same “spirit”. He reports with pleasure from this phase



... that, as before, students came to discover the richness of their own thoughts and experiences.
As before, their comments and reported incidents became more and more searching. Their
expressions of satisfaction and excitement continued.

At the end of the article, Gendlin reflects on the role he may have played as a teacher in this whole
endeavour. What seemed most important to him was that he was genuinely interested in the students’
responses, their problems, their concerns, and their work with other people. Apparently, he had helped
them to discover something he describes as follows:

| communicated my conviction that it is worthwhile digging into what students say or think, to
discover and differentiate the meaning they intend to express.

He had thus been a person to whom the students could express themselves. He calls this aspect to whom.
He writes, somewhat incredulously:

As far as | understood it, the only characteristics of this person were that he was interested in the
students and helped them discover the implicit richness of their own thoughts and experiences.
Beyond that, he was unseen and had no characteristics at all.

Well, literally speaking, this person was indeed invisible in distance learning. Yet Gendlin evidently
underestimated what he had already described theoretically—that after a while therapist and client,
teacher and student become “one process” and are oriented towards one another even when they are not
in direct contact (cf. Gendlin 1957). He then adds (and in doing so vividly describes several of the core
functions of a helpful relationship):

| think | can see why the image of such a "to whom" is so vitally important.

If there is no 'to whom', then we do not give our vague feelings and embryonic thoughts the dignity of
exploring them.

If there is no one "to whom" to express, then we often pay no attention to the vague feelings and
ideas which are implicit in our moment to moment experiencing.

A "to whom" helps a person discover that it is worthwhile to give his attention to his moment to
moment experiencing.

In closing, Gendlin summarises once again what “real learning” means to him:

To me, this discovery appears to be central to the development of thinking ability. It is central, because
a person develops the capacity to think only when he discovers the implicit richness which lies in his
moment-to-moment vague feelings and when he discovers that he can differentiate and formulate
them into significant ideas.

Secondly, the discovery is central because without if one does not integrate new material. If a person
does not discover that it is worthwhile to differentiate his vague feelings and thoughts, then he will
ignore the thoughts and reactions which arise in him as he reads a new subject or lesson. He will force
the mere verbal material on himself, superimposing it onto a vague and dull inner experience. But the
implicit and unformulated ideas and experiences which come to him as he reads — if only he
differentiates and formulates them - will give meaning to what he reads and motivate his learning.



Thus, both for thinking ability and for genuine learning of new material | think it is vital that a student
discovers his capacity to pay attention to and formulate his at first vague feelings and thoughts.

Gendlin’s correspondence courses were extraordinarily successful and attracted large numbers of
participants. The text reports on the students’ enthusiasm as, over the course of the curriculum, they
realised that the course did not merely lead to a certificate, but was relevant to them personally—to their
lives, their work, their personal development - “for their chaotic, puzzling and sometimes defended
attempts to relate to people”.

Their teacher was enthusiastic as well. From his own experience, he knew how deeply every teacher longs
to convey meaningful experiences and to witness learners flourish and genuinely want to learn for
themselves:

In no course | ever taught did | have the nearly 100% response of genuine life-interest that |
experienced from my home-study students. No wonder they felt | was interested. | was!

Experiential reading

Gendlin prefaces his article with a brief summary, beginning with the observation that psychotherapy and
experiential learning share a fundamental common ground.

As an experiment, | invite you to read this short abstract in a manner similar to Gendlin's students in
his adult distance-learning course: first with the question: WHAT have | read and understood? and then
"experientially" (in relation to your own experiencing): HOW was it for me to read this text? HOW did |
respond to the text while reading? In doing so, you are thus required to become your own “to whom”: to
listen to yourself, to wait and see whether more emerges after a symbolisation, to stay with it, to engage
in a quite inner dialogue, perhaps to make a few notes.

| have set the sentences slightly apart from one another to remind you to pause briefly.

Psychotherapy and experiential learning have a great deal in common.

By experiential learning | mean genuine learning, which involves not only concepts, but the
reorganisation of experience.

One essential element that such learning and psychotherapy have in common, | believe, is the
discovery that if one pays attention to the vague, implicit meanings of one's moment-to-moment
experience, important and novel meanings can be elaborated, differentiated and conceptualised.

The students in an experiential learning process and clients in therapy both discover that it is
worthwhile to pay attention to experiences as they occur from moment to moment while they are
working on new material or problems.

This way of reading is, in fact, nothing new. We are familiar with it from our own experience: when we
interrupt our reading, look up, gaze into the distance, and allow ourselves to be carried away by
something that arises within us — while a finger remains in the book, marking the place. Roland Barthes
referred to this in The Rustle of Language (Barthes 2005) as "reading while looking up” (“aufblickendes



Lesen” in German), and there is a beautiful book by U.-J. Schneider, Der Finger im Buch (2020), which
captures this moment across centuries of painting.

But do we read academic texts in this way? In my experience, this mode of reading is lost at the latest
during university studies, and reintroducing it later requires considerable effort. Anyone who has
attempted to assign entire articles or even books to students in psychotherapy training - many of whom
have just come from university - and then “discuss them afterwards” will know how unsatisfactory such
discussions often are. At our training institute, we therefore discontinued this practice, certainly at the
beginning of the training (later, most return to reading voluntarily). Instead, we ask students to read very
short passages, sentence by sentence, aloud and slowly, with longer pauses in between, so as to connect
what they read with their own experiencing. This works best in small groups: they read to one another
and listen to what unfolds in each person in response to the text.

Experiential learning in psychotherapy

Naturally, psychotherapy is also concerned with learning and with the reorganisation of experience. In
the abstract cited above, Gendlin describes that

... Clients in therapy both discover that it is worthwhile to pay attention to experiences as they occur
from moment to moment while they are working on new material or problematic issues.

In fact, Rogers, Gendlin and the entire research group in Chicago had already observed this phenomenon
with fascination and had attempted to describe what some clients were doing: They would stall in the
conversation, slow down, pause, speak tentatively and immediately discard what they had said; they
would persist in an obvious search process, stubbornly oriented towards "something" that was not clear
to the others present, until suddenly they would say with great certainty: "Yes, exactly - that's it!" The
entire situation with which the client had been engaged had found a symbolisation that brought a search
process to an end and made something new possible. Through this small, repetitive movement, which
made the expression of experiencing increasingly precise and coherent, what Gendlin called "carrying
forward" took place: a clearly felt forward movement. Often there was also a kind of sigh, a release of
tension, a smile, sometimes tears. Gendlin later put it, in his process model, roughly as follows "The body
does not have to carry the stopped process anymore." (Gendlin 2016). Afterwards, something was clearly
different - in the atmosphere, in the flow of the conversation, in the continuation of the session. Rogers
called these specific places in the process moments of movement, and Gendlin later referred to them as
felt shifts.

In combination with a particular way of shaping the therapeutic relationship, which Rogers and his
group had already been researching for some time, Gendlin's suggestion to attend also to the clients’
inner participation - their relationship to their own experiencing — thus represented a major advance in
describing the effectiveness of therapy. Whereas until then, paradoxically, the center of attention in
"client-centered" psychotherapy had been more on the therapists and their way of relating, the focus
now shifted more towards the clients, and the overall movement towards genuine personality change
became clearer.

In 1957, Rogers spoke publicly for the first time about these experiences at the APA Convention, where he
was awarded a prize for outstanding achievement. The written version appeared in 1961 in what is

probably his best-known book, On Becoming a Person (Rogers 1961), in Chapter 7, "A Process Conception
of Psychotherapy." In this chapter, Rogers explicitly thanks his colleagues E. Gendlin and F. Zimring, whose
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capacity to think in new directions had been particularly helpful to him, "and from whom I borrowed
heavily".

This chapter also contains an initial version of the seven process phases that would later become the
"Experiencing Scale." In describing the first phase, in which the clients are still scarcely in touch with their
immediate experiencing, Rogers uses the term "structure-bound," which Gendlin and Zimring had coined
a few years earlier:

In therapy, the client moves from one type of experience to another: from "structure-bound"
experiencing to "process" experiencing. ... The difference between 1) "structure-bound" experiencing
and 2) "process" experiencing is as follows:

By structure-bound is meant reacting to the situation of now, by finding it to be like a past experience,
and then reacting to that past, feeling it.

On the other hand, by process experiencing is meant interpreting the situation anew and feeling the
new (as indeed at some time in the past, that past was new and fresh.). (Gendlin/Zimring 1955)

In a structure-bound state, as we might imagine it, we read old texts into new situations. In
therapeutic contexts - and also with regard to "experiential learning" - this is one of the most important
challenges we encounter. Gendlin later referred to these patterns as "frozen wholes": fixed totalities that
move unchanged through our lives and prevent something new from emerging at a particular point in our
situations. Over the course of therapy, this structure-boundedness often dissolves into more process-like
experiencing, which is no longer tied to the past but changes from situation to situation.

The “essence” of this small yet crucial process movement is fleeting. It requires a very specific kind of
attention and commitment, a letting go and at the same time great discipline, a willingness and capacity
to stay with something, not to be distracted by what is habitual and familiar—a very particular mixture of
activity and acceptance that | still experience as a challenge even after all these decades.

In principle, this small movement would always be possible; we might say that we always have it with us.
But even here | find myself speaking in the subjunctive. It is a having-with-us in the form of possibility. As
Gendlin also suggests, we could, theoretically, refer to it at any time; it would be available to us. | knew it,
we then say. There was that strange feeling, that vague sense of ... relevance? Why didn’t | let myself be
guided by it? our clients often ask us. There was something! And when they are able to transform such a
qguestion from a reproachful one into a genuine question—yes, why actually? —then we learn something
together. Namely, something about the conditions that are required for this process movement to unfold,
that enable us to make use of this potentiality, to live it.

In his process model, Gendlin writes seven long, highly complex chapters, only in order to be able, in the
eighth and final chapter, to derive why we humans are able to allow this small movement to occur, and
why each new small movement unfolds more than what we started from. We begin to understand that
nothing is final, that there is always “more”.



When focusing came to be called focusing

So far, the term focusing itself has not been mentioned. And yet, of course, it is precisely this small
movement that has been meant all along: the cyclical basic process that is essential in processes of
change, which we can clearly distinguish from other forms of movement and which carries the overall
process forward.

However, it was not until 1964, after the joint Wisconsin project had ended, Rogers had moved on to
California and Gendlin had returned to Chicago, that Gendlin first used the term focusing in his major
article on personality change (Gendlin 1964) — but as a verb, with an important addition: continuous
focusing. For him, this movement was the driving force behind all personality change.

He divided the overall process into four phases or moves, whose function within the whole process he
described with great precision. The cyclical nature of the process is still clearly recognisable here: the
inner point of reference is continually transformed through ever new unfoldings and thus becomes a new
starting point for the next “round”. The history of the term focusing and its development is also
documented in the two detailed articles by Judy Moore (2021, 2022) in the two anthologies "Senses of
Focusing," edited by N. Kypriotakis and Judy Moore.

Already in Chicago, when the research group noticed that it was the so-called "successful" clients who
seemed to bring this type of inner access with them into therapy, the obvious idea was discussed:
whether this capacity could not be taught to everyone else. In a video (Gendlin 1986), we hear in a
lecture entitled "The Politics of Rogers — Focusing and The Future of Listening," with what enthusiasm and
remarkable precision Gendlin speaks about the combination of reflective listening and continuous
focusing: something one can learn for oneself, but can also be taught to lay people, who can then
accompany each other. Giving therapy away was the catchword (Gendlin 1984) — a revolutionary political
statement at the time. Indeed, this led to the emergence of the so-called “changes groups," in which
people met to accompany one another using focusing, and above all to the system of focusing
partnerships. Being a to whom for one another has since become, for many people, a welcome and
highly valued way of accompanying each other regularly over longer periods outside the formal
psychotherapeutic setting.

In this way, focusing thus became something one could "do"; it could be taught and learned, and
didactic questions came to the fore. These led Gendlin, in his first book Focusing (Gendlin 1978), to
describe the so-called 6-step focusing, in which the overall process was divided into movements or
“steps”. The book is a classic self-help book and was extraordinarily successful. Later, a professional book
on Focusing-Oriented Psychotherapy (Gendlin 1996) followed, since, according to Gendlin, any therapeutic
approach could be "experientialised". A Focusing community flourished. Today there is a worldwide
institute, founded by Gendlin in the 1980s and later led by his wife Mary Hendricks-Gendlin, which
provides the Gendlin Online Library as well as literature in many languages, runs a lively programme of
courses, and recommends only minimal training guidelines. The freedom that was always important to
Gendlin was to be preserved — | remember the short chapter at the end of his dream book (Gendlin 1986):
Instructions for not following instructions.

Using focusing for oneself is grounded in the idea that we can be a to whom for ourselves, that over
time we can establish this small pendular movement within ourselves. In 1964, Gendlin described the
transition from therapeutic accompaniment by another person to a therapeutic way of relating to oneself
as follows:
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Personality change is the difference made by your responses in carrying forward my concrete
experiencing. To be myself | need your responses to the extent to which my own responses fail to carry
my feelings forward. At first, in these respects, | am "really myself" only when | am with you. For a
time, the individual can have this fuller self-process only in this relationship. That is not “dependence”.
It should not lead one to back away, but to fuller and deeper responses carrying forward the
experiencing, which, for the time being, the individual says he can feel "only here." The continued
carrying forward into ongoing interaction process is necessary to reconstitute the experiencing long
enough for the individual himself to obtain the ability to carry it forward as a self-process. (Gendlin
1964, p.21f)

For me, the most interesting new publication in this field is Campbell Purton's latest book, Self-Therapy: A
Focusing Guide (Purton 2022). In an English psychotherapy journal, he addresses the question of why
clients in person-centred psychotherapy return to therapy more often than those in other approaches
when difficulties re-emerge, and do not quite know how to cope on their own (Purton 2023). An
alternative would be for them to learn to become active clients, and we might ask ourselves whether we
as therapists do not even have a responsibility to help our clients learn something for themselves.
Gendlin himself had already recommended (as | myself was taught in the early days) that at the end of a
process, either alone or together with one's companion, one should go back step by step and recall how
one arrived there. In this way, we can remember the path, the HOW of the process, rather than retaining
only the “outcome” (see Gendlin/Wiltschko 1999, pp. 78/79).

In his description of the focusing movement, Purton speaks of sustained attention — an attention that
must be maintained over a certain period of time - and of responding to one's responding. This
formulation captures the idea that we must direct our attention not, as is so often described, "into" our
bodies, but towards our situations and towards how we respond to these situations. We can then, in
renewed questioning, check whether our new response encompasses more of the overall

intricacy of our situation —and in doing so, changes both, the situation and ourselves.

Person-centred experiential training and the question of professionalisation

What might, the editors of this volume ask, a "person-centred professionalisation" actually mean?

I live and work in Switzerland. In 1989, together with my husband Ernst Juchli, | founded a person-
centred experiential training institute, and for 35 years now | have been active in a wide variety of roles
within it, right up to the present day. | therefore know only too well the growing demands of professional
politics. In the current re-accreditation process, which has once again become due, | am acutely aware of
the increasing exhaustion of my colleagues, who have to invest far too much time and energy init. | am
unsettled by the way in which the trainees' supervision questions are beginning to shift towards
diagnostics, feasibility and goal-orientation, and by how a large part of research is moving away from
genuine curiosity towards politically or financially motivated justification research. A colleague recently
wrote how her "heart sinks" whenever she so much as reads the word "evidence-based".

Becoming more professional — does that ever really arise from our own intrinsic motivation? | believe
it does. When we want to understand something better, we read, or we ask colleagues, or we listen more
closely to our patients and clients. This is a lifelong process which is also connected with our professional
joy and engagement. The professionalisation that is currently being demanded of us, however, mostly
comes from outside. There is always a faint undertone of reproach in the call to become more
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'professional’ — lurking in the shadows of this term is its opposite: that we might be 'unprofessional’,
which would indeed be cause for serious concern.

Externally imposed professionalisation requirements are strikingly often located in what Gendlin
would call the WHAT: additional or different assessment criteria, new demands on students and trainers,
new guidelines and manuals, lists of interventions, handbooks. ... This is somewhat seductive, because it
can give the impression that an increase in WHAT is a guarantee that better therapists will be trained.

The HOW, that is, the experiential dimension of professional engagement with new knowledge - and
indeed with the demands of our profession as a whole - is absent. But maybe that is just as well, because
it leaves us room to manoeuvre. What if we were to devote ourselves - with the same care, precision and
closeness to our own experiencing as Gendlin devoted to the HOW questions in his correspondence
course - to the “basics” of our approach: for example, to the core competence of "listening and reflecting
back", which in my view is the most underestimated of all skills?

As trainers, we know how students initially think this is easy — and then find it increasingly difficult,
realising that they are not actually listening at all, because they are already thinking about what they are
going to say next, mentally leafing through intervention lists, or failing in their first attempts at reflecting
back and then becoming stressed. What is needed here above all is sustained practice of all the small
component processes involved in this back-and-forth interaction. Bringing in the relevant theoretical
frameworks is helpful, because students then begin to understand that Rogers and Gendlin have
complementary intentions while listening: Rogers reflects back in order to check whether his
understanding of what the client has said is accurate; Gendlin, through his reflecting back, also invites the
client each time to check again whether what has been said corresponds to what they wanted to say, to
the full complexity of the situation they are referring to— or whether there is more, a sense at the edges
of what is already known and articulated.

Knowing all this does change the way we hear and speak. Listening and reflecting back are demanding
activities that require discipline and tolerate little distraction, but over time they provide a particular kind
of process-confidence: the confidence that each next response, each next comment, emerges from the
preceding one in the dialogue, that these are all "co-movements", as Glinther Heisterkamp (2002) put it,
co-movements within a process that carry it forward.

Over time, students experience the difference that genuine listening makes, because being understood
and heard opens up a space for the other person in which something new and different can emerge —
something to which the listener can then in turn attend.

Naturally, throughout this learning process the entire field of fears, insecurities and self-doubt opens
up. Engaging with one's own structure-boundness is an important area of personal growth and learning.
Viewing this as a shared research project and learning from one another within the training has proven
very effective. It becomes clear once again how different we are in what brings us into distress, what
helps us move forward, what leaves us at a loss, and what opens up a sense of new possibilities for us —a
good preparation for students for the diversity of clients and patients they will encounter in their
professional fields.

In Rogers' writings, the theme of courage appears again and again. Inevitably, he says, we are changed
by listening. Our assumptions and judgements are unsettled, we have to correct something or relinquish

something. | think that Gendlin's conviction - that we do not have to know everything immediately, that
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there does not have to be a ready-made expression for everything, that something emerges and is not
already there, that it comes into being rather than already being there - also requires courage and a new
kind of confidence, one that arises from the process itself, which we are.

| suspect that the HOW — that is, linking lived experience with professional content - has always played
a major role in person-centred experiential training anyway. Perhaps we can simply continue in this way
and not lose this focus, regardless of whatever professional-political impositions may still come our way?

| google the term "professionalism" again and, to my surprise, find the word passion. To devote oneself
to something with passion. To practice something with passion. That, too, is professionalism.

When we read the papers and documents from the 1940s to the 1960s, we find all of this. Courage
and commitment and enthusiasm, and an unconditional willingness to keep learning. A passionate
engagement in leaving old structures behind and practising and experimenting with new ones. A form of
empirical research that still astonishes us today. Taking risks, moving forward together.

I suddenly recall an example in which professionalism and passionate searching went hand in hand — and
in the field of professional politics, of all places! From 1993 onwards, our then still young institute had the
great good fortune to be part of a federation of all psychotherapeutic approaches active in Switzerland,
the “Swiss Charter for Psychotherapy”, which cultivated a school-transcending philosophy of education
and science. We were the only person-centred institute in this circle. In long meetings over several years,
we jointly developed criteria for how we could reach an understanding about the scientific grounding and
professional viability of our different schools, and submit ourselves to processes of mutual recognition.
We developed review and clarification questions, wrote pages and pages of text, and read everything
produced by one another. At the meetings, we asked each other questions and answered questions. Each
institute whose turn it was could rely on being listened to by the others, and on there being enough time
to follow the small inner movements that make reformulations possible.

For long stretches, our being together was carried by the respect that Gendlin described in his
correspondence course. Even when the philosophy, practice or underlying assumptions of an institute
were far removed from our own understanding, we knew that we could keep asking questions until we
understood more. Thanks to critical questions, we ourselves were also able to re-examine our own
assumptions calmly. It was never too much for us in all those years; we always looked forward to these
long meetings. Friendships across schools emerged that have lasted to this day.

| still find that this was an exemplary democratic and professional way of arriving at quality. And |
found - and still find - it remarkable among colleagues who could just as easily have been competitors.
This is a cultural competence that should not be underestimated.

And so, finally, something else comes to mind regarding professionalism that | believe is essential for
the survival of our profession: professional collegiality. Not attacking one another, not excluding anyone,
not viewing each other as enemies, not emphasising what divides us. Instead, wanting to know, being
curious, being able to rely on the fact that one may ask questions and that one will be listened to until
the end. That is what | wish for our professional future. It would suit us. That is something to which |
would want to devote myself with passion.
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