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Preface 

I realize now, having been for some time in the process of writing this paper, that the 

work that I attempt here to describe is greater than my ability to communicate it fully to you.  

Recognizing it as a beginning with incomplete conclusions, I am aware that an end theory is yet 

to be revealed.  This paper is in large part about my own process of self-discovery, which has 

given me some ideas that I believe can be applied to helping others.  It is a work in progress that 

I expect will continue to develop and change with my Core Energetics experience throughout my 

lifetime. 

Introduction 

Appropriate Tension Technique: 

The intent of this paper is to introduce an organization of techniques, which, when 

brought together and purposefully applied, opens clients to a physical and emotional state of 

being that enhances their ability to understand and acknowledge fully those specific defensive 

energy blocks which have been identified in their ongoing Core Energetics therapy.  These 

techniques engender within them a deeply felt inner body and emotional sense of their issues and 

defenses, an awareness that can equip them to move more deeply into their Core Energetic 

therapy. 

It is my purpose to give a history of the organization of techniques, which I refer to as the 

“Appropriate Tension Technique.”  I have developed and used it to augment and enhance my 

personal therapy experience.  I have also used it with my individual Core Energetics clients over 

the past three years to help them to further their own Core Energetics evolutionary therapy.  “The 

difference is in how they talk.  And that is only an outward sign of the real difference: what the 

successful patients do inside themselves.”  (Gendlin, 1978.)  This principle is revealed by what 

clients say about their sense of their own truth during their therapy sessions as well as by what 

they are able to accomplish in their work on themselves -- something I call “self-work”-- when 

not in session, which energizes them to continue moving forward in their follow-up sessions. 

A Personal History 

I offer this history to describe some of my background in the humanistic movement and 

also to show how I was able to enhance and revitalize my own therapy at a critical time.  In the 

mid-1960s I was employed as an administrator of Group Relations Ongoing Workshops (or 

“GROW”), a school in Manhattan that taught group therapy techniques to clinical social 

workers, addiction workers, psychologists and others who were interested in their own personal 

growth.  The teaching method of GROW was solely experiential.  Its work took place in the 

midst of the humanistic movement in psychology.  Many of my friends went to some kind of 

group therapy.  So-called growth centers were everywhere, and Esalen was Mecca.  I was 

employed at GROW initially through the recommendation of one of GROW’s teachers, with 

whom I had recently begun therapy.  I saw this therapist twice weekly in private session and 

once a week in the evening in an ongoing group made up of over 12 or so “regulars” and a few 

“drop ins” who had been regulars in the past.   
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I loved the group.  It was for me a social event that reminded me of a game called 

“Truth” that I had played often as a teenager.  I was generally unhappy with myself and 

dissatisfied with my life.  I was not sure that my private therapeutic work or group therapy were 

really helping me.  I lacked any sure understanding of what would satisfy me or what I required 

to feel fulfilled in my life.  My many sexual adventures had brought me no deep, lasting 

satisfaction or meaningful relationship.  My several years of physical yoga, meditation and 

pranayama practice had provided me some sense of my body and inner self, and, although these 

experiences made me feel more comfortable, I had the sense that vital parts of the answer to my 

puzzle were still missing and undiscovered. 

Working at GROW provided me with some wonderful experiences.  I met Fritz and 

Laura Perls, learned a bit about Gestalt Therapy and later was briefly in a professionals’ group 

led by Laura.  I also went one night a week with some of my friends from GROW to witness 

some very exciting psychodrama demonstrations, which were frequently led by Dr. Moreno 

himself.  I also learned a bit about Rational Emotive Therapy and anger work.  Over time I began 

to have some sense that I would ultimately develop or discover ways to have a meaningful and 

satisfying life.  Then, finally, through a woman whom I had met at GROW, I heard about 

Bioenergetics and John Pierrakos and had my first exposure to the Pathwork.   

I attended a few Guide lectures given by Eva Broch and slowly began to have the sense 

that I was privileged to be in the presence of truth, yet I did not quite know what to do with this 

awareness.  Finally, I revealed my quandary to my therapist and told her about the Pathwork; I 

asked if she knew about Bioenergetics and John Pierrakos.  To my surprise she told me that she 

thought that if I wanted to start Bioenergetic therapy, the only person whom she could in good 

conscience refer me to was John.  After a few phone calls I was able to reach Dr. Pierrakos, who 

told me that I should write to him telling him why I wanted to be in therapy with him.  He would 

then consider seeing me if and when he had an opening.  I believe I began working with him 

about three months after my initial contact with him. 

Therapy with John was unlike any of the kinds of talk therapy that I had heard of or 

previously experienced.  John looked at me a lot while I stood in the grounding stance that he 

taught me in one of my first half dozen sessions.  During the first or second session he walked 

around me several times looking at me and asking questions about my life and self while I stood 

before him almost naked.  I have a vague memory of him touching my neck and shoulders and of 

my feeling very apprehensive.  The early sessions seemed to have a theme, but there was not 

much talk.  He taught me to kick hard on the bed and told me that I had to do the same each 

morning for a full 20 minutes on getting up from sleep.  I remember how strong and grounded I 

felt when standing after the kicking.  He also taught me about the gag reflex and insisted that I 

use it to throw up each morning.  I hated gagging, but I persisted.  When I told him months later 

that it was getting easy to do, he indicated that I did not have to do it daily any more but that it 

was a good thing to do occasionally.  There were many sessions when I would simply kick, 

scream, rest, breathe deeply and stand in the grounding stance.  Sometimes when I was in the 

bow, my legs would tremble and vibrate.   
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I was always excited to see John and looked forward to our sessions.  I did not really 

know what was happening yet felt, even so, that there was some real inner movement in me.  In 

some way I felt stronger and more able to express my feelings verbally.  He had me scream 

“No!” often and once had me do it for a whole session.  I thought that I was working hard, and, 

although I was a bit in awe of him, I felt that he cared for me.   

After about a little more than a year of therapy, in a session after one that had mystified 

me, in which he had spent the whole time poking me in the sternum with his forefinger while 

saying over and over “You’re the King,” John indicated that he sensed my resistance to moving 

forward in the therapy.  I was puzzled and confused.  I felt that I had been working hard, and 

though I did not wholly know why, I felt hopeful. I was sensing myself more fully and believed 

that it was due to my work with John.  I was very afraid that he would stop seeing me if I did not 

do something.  I continued to do breathwork (pranayama) while in therapy with John.   

That evening when I got home, I stood naked in the grounding stance before a full length 

mirror and began to breathe deeply and rhythmically.  I had never done this before in this manner 

and did not know what prompted me to do so then.  I had always done breathwork sitting with 

my eyes closed.  I could feel the tension melt away as I continued to breathe while making very 

small adjustments within my body that were almost not physical yet were.  I had a deep “felt 

sense” within my body of something moving and changing in me.  I had not yet thought of 

appropriate tension or of focusing anything other than a camera.  I did not tell John about the 

experience and continued working with him.   

When I look back now on this scene, I know that it was a turning point for me.  Life 

started to change for me, and I began to have meaningful relationships with others.  I continued 

doing this self-work once or twice a week without using the mirror and stayed with it as long as I 

stayed in therapy with John and then later on occasion when I sensed a strong need for some 

deep insight.   

In 2000, following a more than 20-year hiatus from therapy, I spent May through July in 

Amsterdam with Bill Solomon, who had been my Pathwork helper in the past and who was 

formerly a senior Core Energetics trainer.  The purpose of my visit was to determine whether I 

was well suited to study Core Energetics therapy and, if so, to work later in some capacity in the 

field.  Bill at this time had a full client load and directed an institute for the training of Core 

Energetics therapists.  With the permission of most of his clients he made arrangements for me to 

observe about 70% of the sessions that he gave.  In one of my own therapy sessions with him he 

pointed out to me the inappropriate tension that I was then in the habit of expressing with my 

eyes.  He said little, something like: “Notice how much energy that takes.”  That remark spoke 

volumes to me!   

Over the following few days we had discussions about inappropriate and appropriate 

tension.  I recognized a strong resemblance between what Bill and I were discussing and the 

technique that I had devised and started to practice during my therapy with John Pierrakos.  At 

this point I began defining the technique more fully for myself and started thinking of developing 

it into an energetic technique to be taught and used in sessions as well as in self-work.  In 2001 I 
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reentered the Pathwork Studies training program and in mid-year started in Core Energetics 

therapy; toward the end of the year I started in the Core Energetics four-year training program.  

In my third year as a student therapist I began introducing the Appropriate Tension Technique to 

some of my clients. 

Definition of Terms 

Appropriate Tension 

Appropriate tension is the least tension necessary for any body part, the organization of 

body parts or the whole body that is needed on a conscious or subconscious level effectively and 

efficiently to maintain a position and/or to complete a movement, act or task that is physical, 

intellectual, emotional or any combination thereof. Any tension greater than that which is 

appropriate impedes the free flow of energy in the body.  

Grounding 

In the appropriate tension context “. . . grounding is being present in the moment, in 

reality.”  (Black, 2004).  Jerry Nabb (1999) names and discusses several aspects of grounding: 

physical, emotional, mental, will and spiritual.  The aspect of grounding that is most familiar to 

us is the physical one that Lowen (1975) defines as:  “ . . . feet planted firmly on the floor, the 

ground one stands on, the earth, and getting in touch with reality, physically and emotionally.”  

In my own practice I experience a grounded client as one who confidently and comfortably 

stands solidly on earth, in physical reality, in a balanced and fully connected manner with his or 

her energy flowing freely through the body into the feet, which are well connected with the 

ground.  Being grounded is being real and connected in all of the five aspects mentioned above.  

To be completely and perfectly grounded, one’s energy needs to flow unimpeded.  We are, most 

of the time, merely in a partial state of grounding.  Through more complete grounding we attain 

higher levels of consciousness; therefore, it is essential that we frequently sense our state or level 

of grounding and adjust it as necessary. This process requires a second sense, which a person can 

develop over time given the will and true intention to do so.  

Breathwork 

Breathwork is “…the conscious use of breathing as a tool for healing, stress reduction 

and personal development.”  (Hendricks, 1995).  Lowen (1991) states that  

 . . . a change in personality is conditioned upon a change in the 

functions of the body.  The two functions that are most important 

in this regard are breathing and movement.  In the emotionally ill 

person both of these functions are disturbed by chronic muscular 

tensions. 

He goes on to say that “[b]reathing and movement determine feeling” and “. . . inadequate 

breathing reduces the vitality of the organism.”  This loss of vitality restricts energy flow 

throughout the body, suppressing much movement and feeling.  In this state one does not have 
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ample connectedness to one’s body.  The movement of vital energy throughout the body is thus 

diminished and disconnected, blockage that causes anxiety, fear and tension.   

Lowen reminds us that many people are afraid to feel and that they learn in childhood to 

hold their breath to hold back tears.  We learn to hold our breath generally to suppress 

uncomfortable and painful feelings; this holding develops into the toxic primary diaphragmatic 

block that we see in the vast majority of our population.  A conscious breathing practice can 

reduce and at times eliminate the severe effects of this block and enable us to feel the need to 

know our authentic selves more fully.  In my opinion this is a good part of the reason that so 

many Core Energetics techniques have the powerful effect that they do.  For example, hitting the 

cube and moving on the roller force fuller respiration and at least temporarily release the blocked 

diaphragm.  One of the most important discoveries I have ever made by sensing my own body is 

how to release tension through healthy breathing.  “ . . . [C]orrect breathing causes tension to 

melt from your body.  It clarifies and focuses the mind at the same time, and its first noticeable 

effect is likely to be an enhanced feeling of well being in your body.”  (Hendricks, 1995).  In my 

opinion this enhanced feeling of well-being is, at least in part, generated by an increase in 

unimpeded energy flowing in its characteristic figure-eight pattern in the body as well as by a 

fuller oxygenation of all of the cells of the body.  The relationship of breathing to the five aspects 

of grounding mentioned by Nabb seems obvious when we consider their dependence on oxygen 

for full functioning. 

Focusing 

Focusing is an inner act of sensing “more fully the person whom you have felt living 

inside you.”  (Gendlin, 1978).  This technique is a complex tuning into the subtler inner 

workings of the self.  Gendlin, whom I quote above, states that this is the stuff that finally makes 

therapy work and that “[p]eople can do it for themselves.”  He cautions us not to become our 

problems yet not to “run away from them, ignore them or repress them.”  The method is to 

distance oneself from them enough not to be overwhelmed “but close enough so that you can still 

feel them.”  To do this effectively, the development of a “felt sense,” a deep body awareness, is 

needed. This felt sense is not emotional, not a thought:  it is a physical experience.   

A bodily awareness of a situation or person or event.  An internal 

aura that encompasses everything you feel and know about the 

given subject at a given time – encompasses it and communicates 

it to you all at once rather than detail by detail.  . . . a big round 

feeling.  . . . a single bodily feeling.   

I began using a limited form of focusing in my self-work first to feel within my body for 

specific areas of inappropriate muscle tension and then to relax them to an appropriate level.
1
  

Now, after more recent study of Gendlin’s work, I have become aware that what I have been 

                                                 
1
  I want to express my thanks here to Gendlin for his work on focusing, which I had the good fortune to discover in 

a borrowed book a bit less than two years ago and for the clarifications that it has provided to me.  It has reinforced 

the power of my self-work and confirmed the value of the technique of focusing, which serves as an adjunct to the 

body therapy of Core Energetics.   
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evolving for well over 30 years started with the technique of focusing and developed into the 

Appropriate Tension Technique, which I have used to ameliorate some of the deadening 

consequences of inappropriate tension in myself.   

What I perceive in my focusing process is, at first, a felt sense of a muscular/energetic 

block, and, while holding that felt sense along with the corresponding emotional/ thought 

process, I experience and understand the block and then experience a change in my felt sense.  

As the new “self sense” takes shape within my body, I simultaneously experience the perception 

that my emotional state has been positively altered. 

Appropriate Tension Technique  

Simply put, this technique is the application of the principle of appropriate tension to 

intentional breathing, grounding and focusing to create a heightened state of inner awareness.  

Clients breathe consciously, ground and focus to create within themselves a deepened and 

broadened inner body sense to feel, understand and then soften the effects of their muscular and 

emotional blocks.  It is my hope that this work in Core Energetics sessions, over a period of 

continuing practice and fully supported by self-work outside of sessions, may enable clients to 

know and accept their defenses, their true selves and deepest feelings.  “. . . [T]he more aware 

you are of what you feel the more fulfilled your life will be.”  (Black, 2004).  

The basic instruction to a client using the Appropriate Tension Technique is as follows:   

1) Stand in the grounding stance or sit comfortably on a cushion or on a plain, 

armless comfortable chair.  I find this done best standing, but you are the one who 

needs to be physically comfortable.   

2) Take the time that you need to feel grounded while consciously breathing fully 

with your belly relaxed.  Pay attention to allowing your diaphragm to move 

downward on your inhale; be sure to empty your lungs fully before the next 

inhale.  Breathe slowly.    

3) When you are consciously grounded and your breathing is full and easy, notice 

what is happening inside your body.  After a few moments of observing this felt 

sense and trusting it, allow yourself to focus fully and notice where there is 

tension in your body.  Feel that tension and do what you can to let it go.   

4) When you are able to dissolve it, sense again to find tension elsewhere; focus and 

dissolve that tension.  Repeat this process until you feel really comfortable.   

5) See whether this process gives you an inner sense of knowing that you are “good 

enough.”   

6) Focus again, going to your felt sense to see where this feeling and awareness take 

you.  Be patient; stay with your feelings.  When you know them fully, you may 

want more.  You can focus again and, if you are able to, go deeper still.   
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With experience you will learn to know when you have done enough and not to exhaust 

yourself.  If you are with your therapist, tell him or her about your experience.  If you are not 

with your therapist, write down what you can about it so that you can bring it up in your next 

session and perhaps go deeper with his or her encouragement. 

Applications of the Appropriate Tension Technique  

It is essential first to consider each client’s needs, capacities and readiness before 

attempting to introduce him or her to this work.  We must be careful not to burden inexperienced 

new clients with unfamiliar and complicated  processes.  In Core Energetics we recognize that 

we can flood clients by overwhelming them.  Rapidly introducing clients to what is complex and 

new may engender in them more inappropriate tension.  We need to give them time to “take it all 

in” and to become comfortable and familiar with our modalities and with us.  Clients must first 

of all feel safe with us and trust that we truly care for them.  As our relationships with our clients 

mature -- in the majority of cases this can take months or more -- we may ask them to take the 

risks necessary for them to try new things.  When we are sure that we have established trusting 

relationships with them and that they have begin to surrender their defenses, therapy truly goes 

deeper.   

It seems to me that first we should introduce inexperienced clients to the basics of Core 

Energetics techniques as we explore their character structures and learn their fundamental 

personal histories.  As we learn in their early sessions about the wounds that they are coping with 

and the defenses they use, we become acquainted with their energy systems as they experience 

the various techniques of Core Energetics.  Teaching clients what it is to be grounded and how to 

feel truly grounded would be appropriate first steps, for instance, along with having them move 

their bodies, arms and legs by hitting and/or kicking a cushion or cube while breathing fully.  

Getting them in touch with and having them express their “No!” and having them move on the 

roller to open the diaphragm and chest are likewise powerful techniques.  Clients need to learn 

the basics of going inside to meditate, if they do not already do so.  These are some of the 

techniques that I recommend that clients be familiar with before using any complex technique 

such as the Appropriate Tension Technique.   

I expect that clients’ first few Appropriate Tension Technique sessions would be guided 

slowly by their therapists to help them through their initial experiences while they ground and 

breathe fully.  Helping them along the way to sense their body tensions and to know and 

understand them is essential.  I believe that at first clients should do this work only when in 

session; when they are sufficiently familiar with the process, they may begin to do it as self-

work, bringing their experience to subsequent sessions.   

Upon reflection I can see that I was not initially fully conscious of bringing the 

Appropriate Tension Technique into my work with clients.  I had been using it for some time as 

self-work and had only vaguely alluded to it on a single occasion to my therapist in my own Core 

Energetics therapy.  At that time he made no specific comment about it although his attitude 

seemed to me to be one of acceptance and approval.  I also recall feeling that he probably 

thought that it was working for me.  It was soon after that that I realized, during a session with 
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one of my clients, that I had for some time unconsciously been bringing aspects of the technique, 

if not the complete technique, into the work with him and with another of my clients.  Since then 

I used it purposefully with them and recently began preparing a new client by introducing her to 

it a piece at a time. 

Using the Appropriate Tension Technique with a Client 

The first client with whom I used this technique was in therapy with me for close to three 

years.  It took nearly two years for me to recognize that Tom (not his real name) had wholly 

embraced the idea.  We began using it fully in his sessions and he used it in his self-work.  He 

was 37 years old, divorced with no children and had lived alone for more than five years.  His 

defense structure, when first noted, seemed mainly oral, but as he became more secure with me, I 

could at times see him compensate for his orality with a limited, short-lived psychopathic 

defense.  Initially, his eyes usually seemed to be pleading, and his lips were pursed in a sucking 

attitude.  His chest was sunken at the sternum and his breathing at the start of therapy was very 

shallow.  When pushed to his limit I saw his eyes blaze with intense energy and his chest pull up 

and swell to its capacity as his whole body leaned forward.  He seemed able to maintain this 

posture for only a few minutes before slowly falling back into his usual collapse.   

Tom had his own business as a small home contractor and handyman since he had 

graduated from the local community technical college 15 years previously, and he now longed to 

become a structural engineer.  He complained that his income was insufficient for his needs due 

to alimony payments to his ex-wife.  When questioned, he told me that his income was very 

close to six figures but said that it was just not enough and that he was afraid that he would not 

have enough to live on in his old age.  He complained that it was impossible to expand his 

business and make more money because whenever he hired someone to take on additional jobs, 

his employee did little work and wanted to go home early.  His complaint about his wife was that 

she was too self-involved and gave him nothing.  When they were living together, she did not 

work much and, when she did work, she kept her money for herself.  He did, however, tell me 

that she had given him a substantial amount of money to buy some equipment needed for his 

business.  His greatest complaint against her was that she resisted giving him enough sex, but in 

the next breath he said that he did not care anyway because he was too tired for sex after working 

so hard every day.  

At the beginning of his Core Energetics therapy, Tom refused for the first six or seven 

weekly sessions to do any energy work except to attempt the grounding posture.  It was not until 

he told me that his ex-wife was asking for an increase in alimony that he was willing to hit some 

cushions with a tennis racquet while shouting, “She wants everything and I have nothing!”  From 

then on the energy work progressed.  Within a few months he was able to assume a reasonable 

standing grounding posture and hit, but his voice remained weak and his breathing shallow.  It 

took several months of using the roller and much breathing instruction in sessions, with 

subsequent homework, before his energy reserves seemed to increase.  I gave him a small book 

and a Pathwork lecture on meditation, and we had several sessions in which he practiced 

meditating.  He really seemed to like to meditate, and he told me that his ex-wife had given him 

some audio tapes that also helped him to learn.   
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Around this time I got a cube.  Tom started almost every session with moving his energy 

by hitting the cube after our attunement.  His story was usually the same:  “they” wanted to take 

it all from him, and he had nothing, and no one cared about him or gave him anything.  He 

complained that he could go out of business anytime soon, and in the same session he also 

mentioned that he was paying most of his ex-wife’s living expenses and tuition while she 

attended nursing school.  His comment was that he had meditated on this issue and knew that 

addressing it as he was doing was the right thing to do.  It was around then, almost two years into 

our work together, that I began asking him in most of his sessions to ground and feel deeply 

inside his body to find his tense areas.  At first he said that he did not feel anything.  Over the 

next few sessions he was able to identify areas of tension and then appeared to be able to adjust 

the tension and partially dissolve it.   

After a few months of doing this work in almost every session Tom told me that he felt a 

gnawing sensation somewhere in his abdomen.  We worked together on this for 15 minutes or so, 

but he could not express what it might mean to him.  In the subsequent session he went back to 

the same feeling while standing in the grounding position, his abdomen relaxed and breathing 

fully.  He said that his abdomen felt empty, like a vacuum, and finally that his insides felt as 

though they were being pulled out.  After staying with this feeling and focusing more deeply on 

it, he began to look relieved.  He said that he felt as though his insides were empty yet, as he 

continued his inner focusing, knew that they were not empty.  This then led to the gradual 

vanishing of the empty feeling.   

As he did more focusing on his inner body feelings, Tom seemed able to go fairly deep.  

He worked on his longing for love and sexual expression.  His energy seemed generally to have 

increased:  his eyes brightened frequently during these sessions, his voice deepened and his 

mouth and neck seemed more relaxed.  He no longer appeared always sad, and he began 

expressing anger with satisfaction without ending in an attitude of defeat.  He then started doing 

the appropriate tension work himself at home between sessions at least once weekly for 20 

minutes or more, and he brought his findings to his sessions, where he worked on them more.  A 

few months later he announced that he and his ex-wife had decided to take a vacation trip 

together to the West Coast to celebrate her graduation from her two-year nursing program.  At 

his next session, the last before the vacation, he told me that they had made love the night before 

and that it had been very good.  He was beaming at first, and while telling me how good he felt, 

he cried.  He spent the rest of the session on his back, his knees bent and feet on the floor, 

breathing and being tearful.   

Although Tom and his ex-wife had planned their vacation to take three weeks, it took 

almost six.  Tom called me two times to tell me how and what they were doing and sounded 

pleased.  Some weeks after his return, I saw him only once at a double session.  I learned that he 

and his ex-wife might marry again but that they were not sure of that.  They did, however, plan 

to live together in or near Seattle, where she had the promise of a job.  He thought that he might 

go back to college and in the meantime wanted to start a new business there.  I saw him every 

other week until he left in August or early September.  His ex-wife was leaving in June and was 

not interested in having any couples sessions together with Tom and me before she left.  Their 

intention was to go into couples therapy when they were settled in the Seattle area to explore the 
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possibility of marriage once more.  Tom had unresolved issues, and I encouraged him to 

continue with his own therapy as soon as he was able to do so out West.  In the meantime he 

promised that he would do the appropriate tension self-work and, to tide him over until he found 

another therapist, I let him know that we could continue to work together on the phone. 
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