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materials and to ask the felt sense, “Which color wants to be used now?” Using that color, make a jagged line . . .
and another. Notice how it feels in your body when you make a jagged line. Now make a curvy line. How does the
curvy line feel in your body?  Additional configurations are explored, such as dots, dashes, heavy, light.

The goal of the “line” exercise is to explore the different properties of materials, such as shapes, textures, pressure,
and to see how they connect to the felt sense. After experimenting for about ten minutes, participants usually begin
to notice the connection between the felt sense and art-making—and feel a greater ease at expressing themselves
through creative media.  

One participant described her experience. “My felt sense chose the right materials and colors that it wanted. I
understand how fully I can express my felt sense through choosing art materials. The outcome made me feel good
and satisfied.” Another added, “I am usually too self-conscious to make art but the ‘warm-up’ exercises helped to
free me from that restraint. I really appreciated this exercise which gave me many ways to express my felt senses.”
Conversation Drawing

As I listened to my own felt sense, it came to me that it would be wonderful to do an art therapy exercise called,
“Conversation Drawing,” a paired drawing through art-making without talking. After describing  the exercise, one
of the Japanese Focusers, spoke with excitement, “You mean we don’t have to use words?” I responded, “That’s
right. There’s no talking. Just have a conversation on one sheet of paper using line, shape, color, and/or image.”
The participant said, “I’d like to work with someone who is not Japanese.” Others followed suit. The group formed
three dyads each with one Japanese woman and one North American, one trio with two Japanese and one North
American, and another pair of Japanese women.

As the group made their Conversation Drawings, a quiet, deep connectedness unfolded. Typically, I ask people to
talk about their experience immediately following a “Conversation Drawing.” However, I wanted the group to
learn how Focusing can express the felt sense in art, and also to see how a felt shift can be seen in visual art. 
Expressing the Felt Sense and Felt Shift in Art (handle/symbol)

I led the group in a guided Focusing to notice how it was inside the body after engaging in the “Conversation
Drawing.” They attended for a felt sense and then noticed if a handle (symbol) that matched the felt sense arose.
The handle might come as an image, lines, shapes, color, a word, phrase, gesture, or sound. The group was then
encouraged to create the handle through art-making. After drawing the felt sense, I guided the group back to their
bodies to notice how it was after drawing. Was the felt sense the same, or had it changed (a felt shift)?  

After completing both drawings, the pairs were invited to talk about their experience.  Suddenly, the challenge of
language returned—as some pairs felt they needed a translator and others struggled to speak and to understand.

Each pair or trio showed their art and shared the excitement of the fun and the ease of feeling a sense of empath-
ic understanding and connection using art, without words. One participant’s handle was “fun, fun, fun.”
Conversation Drawing The following exercise demonstrates how much can come from Focusing and art, how the 
Focusing steps can be integrated into the process, and how art bridges language differences.

Ana (from North America) and Takara (from Japan) (not their real names) describe their experience:  
Ana: “One of us began with a red line. The other followed with blue. At first we were tentative, then it started to
flow, and halfway through we became a coordinated team.”
Takara: “She came close to my line but she never invaded my line. The more lines I drew, the more free and play-
ful I became.  When I drew the yellow monster in the middle of the paper, our conversation became more playful.
The words, ‘Playful and Fun’ describe my felt sense.”

In Focusing after the “Conversation Drawing,” Ana’s handle came as a sound—joyous and content.  Takara’s  felt
sense came as an image—a red tulip with yellow stars. She shared, “They symbolize the fun and playfulness of the
experience. The tails of falling stars express the coming (opening) of the fun and playful felt sense.”

Checking the felt sense after drawing, Takara was surprised that her felt sense had shifted. She said, “Something
covered the brightness of the tulip and stars, so I colored all over the paper with a soft grey. I didn’t know what this
‘covering’ thing was. I just knew it dampened down the fun, playful, and enjoyable feeling.”
Sharing:  “Asking” and “Receiving” Steps
During the large group sharing, I invited Takara to go back to the felt sense, to keep it company, and perhaps ask it
a question. Guiding her gently to be friendly to the felt sense, “Can you ask it ‘What is this ‘covering’ thing?’”

Continued on page 4
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The Use of Focusing in the Treatment of Posttraumatic Stress: 
An Exploratory Study
By CATHERINE HUDEK, Focusing Trainer, Canada, Masters Candidate, University of Manitoba. 
I was fresh from completion of a two year certification program in Focusing and PTSD when the time came to
select a thesis topic. After 30 years of work with survivors of
severe and ongoing childhood trauma, I was very excited
about the gentleness and precision which Focusing brought to
my work and impressed with the healing that I myself experi-
enced from vicarious traumatization combined with my own
load of personal baggage.  The fact that I was unable to find
any completed research on the use of Focusing in the treat-
ment of posttraumatic stress further persuaded me that this
was the topic I wanted most to study.

I taped face to face interviews with fourteen professional
therapists who were actively using Focusing in their work
with trauma survivors. A semi-structured interview format
was used. The results are presented in nine tables, each
addressing one of the interview questions, and are illustrated
with numerous examples either summarized or directly quot-
ed from the interviews.

The following excerpts provide a small taste. Under
Benefits, a sampling of responses:

The client has a choice: they can go in deep and change things
or can just learn how to contain--refine that skill so they can at
least keep the past out of the way for now. (Interview 2, p.93)

Focusing gives people tools they can use throughout their lives.
It impacts what they do, just about anywhere, any time, just
because they have this resource now … that they can utilize more
fully, which is their gut. So they sense, they get into situations and they sense. They have the wisdom of that, of the gut
sense of their intuition, their spiritual knowing and connecting. (Interview 1, p.94)

It gives them dignity; it gives them a little more self-respect.  They maybe don’t judge themselves so harshly, when they
realize, “Wait a minute, this isn’t my twenty-six or thirty year old self that is reacting to this. This is that place from when
I was way back then, where I have gotten stuck”. They start to understand that their reaction comes from a different place
and not from today. (Interview 13, p.97)
Data analysis is presented under the following headings:
1)  How Focusing is being used in the treatment of trauma survivors?
2)  What are the purposes for which Focusing is being used in the treatment of trauma survivors?
3)  How do these fourteen Focusing practitioners perceive the benefits of Focusing in the treatment of PTSD?
4)  Are there special considerations for the use of Focusing in the treatment of people with posttraumatic stress?
5)  What drawbacks, limitations and barriers are therapists encountering in using Focusing in the treatment of
PTSD, and how are these being addressed?
6)  What do these therapists see as indications and contradictions for using Focusing in the treatment of PTSD?
7)  How does Focusing, as implemented by these therapists, compare in practice to guidelines for the treatment of
PTSD set out in the literature?
8)  How does Focusing, as implemented by these therapists, compare in practice to The Standards on Social Work
developed by the Canadian Association of Social Workers (1995)?
9) Is Focusing worth further exploration as a treatment approach for PTSD?
The findings support the view that Focusing is well worth further exploration as a treatment approach for people
who have suffered either simple or complex trauma, as described in the following excerpt from the data analysis

Catheerine Hudek did her Focusing training with Shirley
Turcotte. You can contact Catherine at cathudek@gmail.com
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