Do I have the courage to be vulnerable?
In order to undertake the research detailed in this assignment, I followed the heuristic process, as outlined by Moustakas (1990). Engaging as both researcher and participant, the aim of the heuristic process was to deconstruct my thinking and beliefs in order to then reconstruct them with new insight and understanding. This new self-awareness would hopefully impact positively on my practice as a therapist; the development of the self is fundamental to my practice as only by being fully conscious of what is mine, can I determine what is ‘mine’ and what is ‘yours’, how mine is affecting my perception of yours and how I can successfully bracket mine. As Stephenson and Wicklund (1983) state ‘The impact of self-awareness…is one of orienting the person towards the other’s point of view, with a consequent heightened sense of the difference between one’s own experience and that of the other’ (p344 in Gilovich et al, 1998).
I came to vulnerability as my subject matter via empathy; initially asking myself what might block my empathy, I began to look at self-empathy, which lead me to question whether or not I had ‘the courage to be imperfect’? (Brown, 2007). Immediately I doubted my courage, fearing that I would feel too vulnerable, and thus emerged the question ‘Do I have the courage to be vulnerable?’
[bookmark: _GoBack]Vulnerable, originating from the Latin vulnus or wound, is defined by the Oxford Dictionary as ‘something that is susceptible to physical or emotional attack or damage’. As the youngest of four children, I had a good understanding of what it was to be ‘susceptible to attack’! Raised in a house where we had perfected the art of not showing vulnerabilities, I sensed this would be an interesting challenge. Having worked for many years with young people, where vulnerable is commonly used as a pre-fix denoting fragility, thus constructing a myth of weakness, I was interested to explore how this negative connotation has affected my own sense of the phenomenon. Aware that the therapeutic relationship requires a willingness on the part of both client and therapist to be vulnerable: ‘making oneself vulnerable signals trust and respect’ (Lawrence and Lightfoot in Dearing and Tangney, 2014 p93), how does this then impact on my work as a therapist?
In order to gain an experiential understanding of vulnerability I needed to undertake phenomenological research, only then would I be able to attempt to bracket what I already believed myself to know about the phenomenon and open myself to new meanings. As Lauterbach (2018) states ‘the assumption behind phenomenology is that if we put aside our preconceived understandings of a phenomenon and revisit our experiences, new meaning emerges that will enhance our understanding of the phenomenon’ (p2883).
What is vulnerability to me? How do I perceive and respond to my own vulnerability? (Do I even know what it is?) And how does this affect my response to vulnerability in others? What can I gain in both my personal and professional life, by accessing and understanding my own vulnerability? These were the question which quickly raised themselves within me, my initial engagement with the theme, after which I continued following Moustakas’ (1990) framework for my heuristic research, immersing myself in the phenomenon for a period of approximately 4 weeks. At the end of the period of immersion, I withdrew from the question to allow for ‘incubation’. By not dwelling on the phenomenon, or my raw data, I hoped to create a space within which new understanding was free to breathe; Moustakas (1990) talks about tacit knowledge and understanding combining during the period of incubation to ‘clarify and extend understanding on levels outside the immediate awareness’ (p29). From out of this space, I hoped for illumination which would give me new knowledge and meaning – allowing me to have a different perspective on the phenomenon and how we inter-relate. I would then be able to return to my raw data, seeing it in a new light and in a position to analyse it, looking for new themes that may emerge.
After careful consideration, I had decided to undertake the literature review after the heuristic process, for the following reasons: 
Firstly, I did not want the externality of others’ thoughts and writings to ‘contaminate’ or influence something that I wanted to be an internal process.
Secondly, it felt more appropriate to wait and see what emerged from the process and allow my readings and research to be guided by the themes. 
The final stage of the process was to develop what Moustakas (1990) refers to as ‘a creative synthesis of the experience’ (p31). Once truly familiar with the data, I would be able to present it as a whole rather than a disjointed set of codes and themes. 
The data was produced through journal entries over a period of approximately four weeks. Though I was immersed in the question and allowing it to infiltrate my thoughts at all times of the day, it was not a burden as it became part of my routines, rather than taking over. In this way I did not need to concern myself with self-care, and I knew that if at any point I felt ‘over-immersed’, I would be able to take anything that arose to personal therapy, where I would be safely and empathically received within a therapeutic relationship.
I employed an ‘inductive’ or ‘bottom-up’ approach (Braun and Clark, 2006) – coding my data by searching for ‘repeated patterns or meaning’ (p13)  which would then indicate  ‘themes which cluster into patterns’ (Moustakas, 1990 p53) and allow further research to evolve, so that I was led by my data rather than vice versa. I was coding emotion within the text, indications of ‘some level of patterned response or meaning within the data set’ (Braun and Clark, 2006 p10). I found over twenty-five codes within my data, highlighting as I read and re-read my writings, becoming increasingly familiar and thus gaining an overall objective sense of my experience of the phenomenon. Most codes were (unsurprisingly) painful, but there was also a sense of potential for excitement and relief. The themes I was then able to identify by grouping these codes were ‘a need to hide/protect/defend’ based on fear of exposure, defensiveness and shame; ‘a fear of crying’ based on overwhelming emotions, pain and shame; ‘not feeling grown up enough’ based on frustration, judgement and lack of self-empathy. 
Prior to starting the period of immersion, I had decided that rather than setting time aside each day to journal, I wanted my reflections to be as much a part of my daily life as possible - it felt less forced to be integrating it thus into my routines. My hope was that by allowing my thoughts and feelings surrounding vulnerability to enter into as many of my experiences as possible I would be able view it from different angles, in different contexts and thus gain a greater understanding of its varied meanings. For example: as I choose my clothes from my wardrobe, is some form of vulnerability speaking to me and suggesting ‘safer’ choices? Yes, I discovered, it felt ‘more vulnerable to be feminine’ and less ‘exposed’ to be wearing Doctor Martin boots and jeans, (memories of wearing a Donkey Jacket as a teenager, feeling ‘solid, empowered, tough’ ‘MASCULINE’ I wrote in capitals!) which led me on to thoughts of age, gender stereotypes and identity, and how internalised these are.
I would jot these thoughts down on a scrap of paper to later enter into my journal and expand upon. My aim was to examine in as much detail as possible my own perceptions, thoughts, reactions and responses to vulnerability within my daily routines. Simultaneously using ‘material’ from interactions with friends, colleagues, clients and personal therapy as ‘food’ for my reflections and writings, I endeavoured to gather from as many sources as possible. My first interaction with the phenomenon elicited the feeling that I was chasing my own tail, that I was seeking something which would elude me, be protected from scrutiny – a meta-defence kicking in to defend the defences around that which needs to be defended! I needed to circumvent the defences. 
In an attempt to free myself of these defences, when I had space and time to set aside, I practiced free writing or entered into self-dialogue – what Rogers (1969) refers to as ‘an internal locus of evaluation’. My free writing revolved around many questions (‘What am I afraid of?’ ‘What is she protecting?’ ‘Who is allowed to see me?’), aptly reflecting how I felt during the period of immersion: constantly questioning, with an underlying feeling that there was an answer that eluded me. This freedom to write without thinking, exposed a feeling of ‘needing to hide’, a ‘fear of being found out’, which emerged as a theme, but still left me with a lingering question of ‘What am I afraid of?’ This task of uncovering my vulnerability had led me to strong emotions of ‘fear of being overwhelmed’, and hence a ‘desire to run away’, making this sometimes an incredibly frustrating exercise, as the thing I wanted to run away from was exactly what I needed to uncover. ‘What does vulnerablility look like?’ I asked myself – surprising myself with one of my answers being ‘tears’ - I recognised a tendency to cry when feeling exposed/vulnerable/defensive as an expression of something that was blocked: ‘Where is it blocked’? I asked, leading me to dig deeper and uncover a connection with a child, feeling not grown up enough. But interestingly ‘Feeling not grown up enough is not the same as feeling like a child. What is the difference?’ Yet at another point I wrote ‘I’m stuck feeling like a child!’; there was a lot of circling around, a feeling that whilst I was discovering much and opening new pathways, something was escaping me: ‘What is the IT that I hide?’ I wrote, circling IT!  
Through self-dialogue I attempted to personify vulnerability, stepping away from it an allowing it to have a voice (‘I don’t know what my role is’ and ‘I don’t know how to change’) in an attempt to prevent my automatic defences kicking in. Whilst this again raised the theme of fear, it also highlighted a desire to change and an ‘excitement’, ‘an element of relief’ if this were possible. 
In personal therapy sessions my therapist facilitated exploration of my responses to my own emotions, and the overwhelming sense of sadness I sometimes feel when expressing pride or joy, exploring and trying to set aside the conflict this created within me (I recognised my difficulty with being imperfect ‘It’s hard to make mistakes’). This encouraged me to practice greater self-empathy instead of allowing my inner critic to add to the conflict, which was vital to the process as if I had allowed my critical voice to continue to speak too loudly, I would have become stuck and potentially despondent. Within this therapeutic relationship was a safe space where I could explore my vulnerabilities, drop my defences and examine the parts that were ‘hidden’. When I wrote the question ‘who can I expose my vulnerabilities to?’ and answered ‘No-one if not to self??’ it felt as if I had hit a brick wall, but I realised that empathy enabled me to expose to another, and self-empathy enabled me to expose to myself, allowing me the potential to overcome the shame and judgement of self. Taking ‘risks’ and ‘doing things differently’ felt uncomfortable but exciting, so I tried to compare this to situations where I enjoy putting myself at physical risk (travelling alone, cycling in traffic) because of the thrill and the adrenaline rush, as a means of convincing myself that I should, and could, take the risk. 
After a period of incubation I returned to my thoughts, my writings, with a sense of objectivity and freedom from pressure and discovered the link between my tears and my vulnerability. In therapy I asked my vulnerable self ‘Why is it that you cry when you express emotions that are not sad?’ and found the answer to be ‘sadness’ and ‘shame’. Sadness that ‘we didn’t do that’ (as a child) and shame because ‘we don’t do that’ (still the child). I felt like I had solved a puzzle, something that had in fact been gnawing at me since I had given birth to my children, but that I had tried to ignore. I experienced relief with this new understanding and confidence that I would be able to unblock channels of expression.
What had started for me as a question of empathy, had come full circle with the realisation that self-empathy would facilitate vulnerability (and had the potential to transform it to a strength, I later realised) and understanding of my own vulnerability would enable me to be empathic. I found this particularly satisfying - having started with empathy, I had moved through self-empathy to vulnerability, to discover that this brought me back to empathy (understanding that my vulnerability blocked my empathy). 
When I first turned my focus to the themes that had emerged, I imagined that it might be difficult to find literature to support some of my research. Much of that which is written on vulnerability is linked directly to shame - the transformational effect on shame of expressing vulnerability (Elliot et al, 2015; Brown, 2012) – it was harder to find research on attitudes towards personal experiencing of vulnerability. How do we view our own vulnerabilities and how do others see our vulnerabilities? Perhaps more importantly, what do we think they see? How does what Gilovich et al (1998) refer to as ‘the fear that one’s internal states are leaking out’ affect our relationship with vulnerability? Even though we know that our emotional state is internal, are aware that it is not visible, it is hard to get ‘beyond one’s own phenomenological perspective’ (p332), or as Gilovich et al call it ‘the spotlight effect’. Though the process may be uncomfortable, they suggest that the more aware we are of our internal states, the more we are able to focus on them (and recognise as internal), the better able we are to understand our potential for transference.
Livingstone (2001) in Vulnerable Moments talks of how, even though we are aware that our own vulnerabilities exist, we have developed ‘protective patterns’ (p57) which prevent us from accessing them; whilst this reminded me of the ‘meta-defence’ which I wrote of in my journal, he also echoed my potential for excitement at the prospect of getting beyond this defence/protection: ‘Experience of vulnerability….consists of two simultaneous aspects: the danger of shame and humiliation and the promise of new experiences that greater openness allows’ (p58). The possibility this opens up for a fuller sense of identity, this is what makes it worth the risk; the chance for greater understanding, that is what is exciting. Livingstone’s definition of vulnerability as ‘a dimension of self-experience’ as opposed to ‘a single definable phenomenon’ resonated particularly strongly with me, having examined the phenomenon in depth through the heuristic process: as a ‘dimension’ it is particularly hard to locate. To gain awareness of this ‘dimension of self-experience’, we need to get past shame; we can only achieve this by practicing the empathy that we would show to others, on ourselves (interestingly self-empathy was where my thoughts started). Brown (2012) talks about how keen we are to experience the vulnerability of others yet are ashamed of our own: ‘vulnerability is courage in you and inadequacy in me. I’m drawn to your vulnerability yet repelled by mine’ (p41-42). Whilst we may fear that others will like us less if we reveal our less attractive features, the opposite is in fact often true (Bruk et al, 2018).
There is understandably much literature surrounding accessing clients’ emotions in therapy, but less to be found on the positive aspect of using the therapists’ own emotional struggles – the emphasis is generally on therapists’ personal self-development, with the focus on resolving anything which may impact on their work. Aponte and Kissil (2014) suggest that whilst we need enough self-awareness to enable us to bracket what is ours in therapy, we also need to recognise the value of the use of self within therapy, that not all our emotional struggles should be viewed as a hindrance. There is no means of achieving complete resolution, we will all retain what they name our ‘signature themes that colour how we see, feel and function’ (p162); therapists should ‘get hold of that “wounded” part of themselves, and learn to work with and through their signature themes to consciously and purposefully utilize them for their therapeutic tasks’ (p162).
I was particularly excited to find literature on therapists’ tear by Blume-Marcovici (2015), as ‘fear of crying’ had emerged as the strongest theme for me. Whilst most of their research participants said that they had cried during sessions (where they were therapist), very little research has been undertaken on this topic. The therapists who thought their clients were aware of their tears were less concerned with their own ‘exposure’, whilst those who thought that clients had not noticed their tears experienced more shame. (This, to me, raises further questions around the level of self-awareness of the therapists who took part in the research). Those who were more comfortable with their tears felt that this expression of emotion had the potential to make them more aware of their emotional response to their clients ‘my tears allowed me to realise something new about my client’ (p407). And perhaps most interesting was the experience of a therapist working with an emotionally over-regulated client who, on seeing the therapist cry, was able to access her own tears.
 In looking at the literature what became apparent was the potential power of vulnerability. Through the heuristic process I had successfully moved from a point of questioning vulnerability as a concept to interrogating and examining it, thus allowing myself to expose and accept some of my own vulnerabilities. Further research enabled me to see the value of this exposure for my work as a therapist, while also highlighting the need for further research. Though it appears to be fairly common for therapists to shed tears in therapy, there was little research into the impact of this on therapy/the therapeutic relationship, and none that I could find for the impact from the clients’ perspective. The paper I found (Examining Our Tears: Therapists’ Account of Crying in Therapy, 2015) touched on the idea of whether therapists discussed their tears with their clients or not (most did not), and this raised an interesting possibility for me: how would it be to bring this vulnerability of mine fully into the open by discussing with the client the impact of tears on our therapeutic relationship? (Being very careful to maintain the focus on their experience, not my mine). The literature I had read had enabled me to see my tears in a new and positive light, surpassing the shame to use the vulnerability therapeutically.
My heuristic research had raised questions of gender identity and vulnerability and I found one research paper which looked specifically at women, shame and vulnerability (Brown, 2006), providing me with further enlightenment of my own experience. Brown found that women have a higher ‘shame resilience’ surrounding vulnerabilities of which they have a heightened awareness, and conversely so. What provided me with further enlightenment was when Brown says that:
‘When the participants experienced shame around an issue where personal vulnerability exists but is not acknowledged, they were often taken off guard, flooded with overwhelming emotions, were unclear about what they were feeling or why they were feeling it’ (p50).
This flooding of emotions was exactly what I had sometimes been experiencing (more in my personal relationships, but occasionally in therapeutic ones) and the lack of clarity about what or why was creating the fear which I spoke of in my journal. Brown’s findings truly helped me to deepen my understanding of my phenomenological experiencing of vulnerability.
Taking this into the therapy room has further enhanced my capacity for empathy. Combined with the understanding I gained through my heuristic research that my ‘fear of crying’ was rooted in a struggle to express, the understanding of the ‘flooding’ effect has helped alleviate my fear of being taken off guard. As therapists, we expect and welcome vulnerability from our clients, in order that we can show empathy and thus transform emotions, I needed greater awareness of my own vulnerability and shame to create the portal both to self-empathy and my empathic responses as therapist. What Aponte and Kissil’s (2014) paper on the use of self in therapy also highlighted for me was the need to reflect on not just how I was experiencing this and why, but also how the client was experiencing it; how can I understand myself better, but more importantly understand and relate to the difficulties clients may experience in expressing emotions and empathy. When Livingstone talks of ‘the capacity to tolerate vulnerability’ and being able to do this safely within a relationship, I recognised this as an invitation to develop that relationship with self. So when he talks of the need to protect that vulnerability overriding the need for contact/relationship, I felt reassured that my struggle with internal defences had not been unusual.
The concept of shame-resilience introduced by Brown (2006) is one that deserves further exploration; with shame now widely being seen by EFT therapists as the root of many of our maladaptive emotions (Dearing and Tangney, 2015), our ability to understand and develop resilience to shame is fundamental to therapeutic theory. Moreover, the research paper on therapists’ tears (Blume-Marcovici et al, 2015) highlights a lack of research into this outright expression of emotion within the therapeutic relationship – there is a need to look at this from both therapist and client perspectives. I would suggest that it would also be valuable to look at different cultural and gender responses to therapists’ tears.
When initially presented with the assignment, I reacted with cynicism, a feeling that I was not going to like the exercise because it was ‘rubbish’. Once I became immersed this feeling subsided, and after the period of incubation, when I discovered new understandings and meaning, I felt quite elated. It was interesting to then reflect on my initial reactions and see them as defensive: I was afraid that I would not be able to engage in the process (perhaps tacitly aware that I would ‘hide’) and defended myself from this potential failure by dismissing the exercise. This, on reflection, exemplified one of my reactions to vulnerability! By participating in the heuristic process I was able to see parts of myself that had been tucked away and encased, protected from view, giving me new insight. By combining this insight with research by others I have been able to influence my practice as therapist. It all starts with a willingness to open up the ‘wound’ and the courage examine it closely – not an easy or inviting task; I was struck by the relevance of a passage from Audre Lorde’s Sister Outsider (1984):
‘As we learn to bear the intimacy of scrutiny and to flourish within it, as we learn to use the products of that scrutiny for power within our living, those fears which rule our lives and form our silences, begin to lose their control over us.’ (p36) 
and how this summarised for me, the beautiful conundrum of self-development.
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