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The practice of mind-body techniques in therapy or self-development promotes the transformation
of experience from stress to resilience by using techniques that involve awareness of bodily
sensation. However, little is known about the underlying mechanisms that effect the transition
from stress to resilience. Much of the theory and research indicate the efficacy of top-down emotion
regulation strategies of stressful experiences (Salovey and Mayer, 1990; Gross, 2014; Schäfer et al.,
2017), and less is known about moment-by-moment awareness of sensation techniques. Based on
the perspective of motivated cue integration (Shalev, 2015), the effect of perceptual cues on the
creation of stress and resilience will be presented. The importance of awareness of sensation as a
mechanism that enables resilience will be discussed using the principles that underlie the practice
of focusing as laid out by Gendlin (1986, 1996, 2012).

EMBODIED COGNITION AND AUTOMATIC SELF-REGULATION

Individuals’ psychological experience is influenced by their momentary interpretations of
perceptual cues (Loersch and Payne, 2011). Theories of embodied cognition suggest that bodily
sensations and physical environmental cues are stored as analogous psychological concepts in
memory, and their activation by such cues automatically spreads from their physical experiences to
their metaphorically related psychological representations and vice versa (Wilson, 2002; Niedenthal
et al., 2005; Meier et al., 2012). In other words, higher level processing is grounded in the
organism’s lower level sensory and motor experiences (Wilson, 2002; Barsalou, 2010; Meier et al.,
2012; Winkielman et al., 2015), indicating that psychological experience is associated with sensual
characteristics. For example, research has demonstrated that automatic activation of either the
physical or metaphoric representation of a homeostatic cue (e.g., thirst, temperature) similarly
influenced self-regulation without conscious awareness (Shalev, 2014, 2016; Halali et al., 2017).
Despite these and other findings about how nonconscious cues influence self-regulation (Shalev
and Bargh, 2011), little is known about the effects, if any, that an awareness of sensation may have
on one’s ability to overcome stress through resilience. To address this gap in the literature, I start
by explaining how motivated cue integration affects psychological experience (Shalev, 2015), after
which I will introduce the unique properties of motivated cue integration that render it highly
applicable in the context of stress. Finally, I will demonstrate the moment-by-moment change from
stress to resilience using the focusing technique (Gendlin, 2012).
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THEORY OF MOTIVATED CUE

INTEGRATION: THE CREATION OF

EXPERIENCE

The theory of motivated cue integration (Shalev, 2015) suggests
that the individual’s momentary system of goals (Kruglanski et al.,
2002) modulates perceptual cue-integration. Goals are defined
as cognitive representations of desired end states that affect
evaluations, emotions and behaviors (Fishbach and Ferguson,
2007). As such, one’s active goals qualitatively affect her selective
attention to multisensory information that, in turn, influences
the creation of meaning and action generation (Shalev, 2015)
in both bottom up and top down processes (Zaki, 2013). For
example, exposure to a signal of threat (e.g., a gun at school) will
activate an avoidance goal that, on the one hand, will increase the
likelihood of sensing the relevant embodied and perceptual cues
(e.g., increased heart rate, sweating, flashbacks of past shooting).
On the other hand, the probability that the perceiver will infer
that a shooting will occur may be proportional to the strengths
of the associations between the contextual cue of the gun and the
unique interpretation of the observer.

Indeed, the theory of motivated cue integration proposes
that internal and external cue integrations are influenced
by the perceiver’s automatic motivational constraints (Shalev,
2015). In the context of a gun at school, for example, a
mental representation of a violent attack would be created
in the perceiver’s mind only if the gun carries motivational
relevance for them, that is, to prevent undesired results (e.g.,
assassination) or to establish a picture of what is real (e.g.,
shooting) (Eitam and Higgins, 2010). Another motivational
constraint is the individual’s unique structure of goals and
means that, in turn, is organized around an associative structure
unique to that individual (Wertheimer, 1923, p. 625). For
example, in the repeated coupling of sensory signals (Rescorla,
1985), the strength of the association between a specific
bodily sensation and a psychological concept may influence
judgment and behavior (e.g., physical and social warmth or
coldness) (Bargh and Shalev, 2012), and the proximity of bodily
cues and the temporal contiguity of multisensory cues may
similarly influence interpretation (Helson, 1933). Additionally, a
third motivational constraint comprises the individual’s mental
resources (Kahneman, 1973), which influence the effort invested
in cue integration and subsequent action generation.

THE UNIQUE PROPERTIES OF STRESS

EXPERIENCES

Following the general principles of motivated cue integration
theory, the specific bodily experience of stress is determined
by unique automatic behavior-organizing properties that help
explain the need for awareness of sensation as a transformative
change mechanism. For example, there is evidence that the
internalized structure of fear is characterized by cognitive
representations of the stimulus typical of the fear situation,
the individual’s responses in it, aspects of its meaning for
the individual, and the individual’s autonomic arousal and

mood state (Foa and Kozak, 1986), all of which characteristics
manifest as an automatic pattern. Likewise, research indicates
that stress is associated with a low tolerance for ambiguity and
a high need for cognitive closure that are expressed through a
desire for predictability, a preference for order and structure,
and close-mindedness (Webster and Kruglanski, 1994; Roets
et al., 2015). The bodily responses to stress are fight, flight
or freeze, increased heart rate or enhanced blood flow to
skeletal muscles (Bracha, 2004). Moreover, emotional distress,
low emotional awareness and poor emotion regulation might
aggravate the physical reaction to stress (Bonn-Miller et al.,
2011). Research suggests that undifferentiated emotions tend to
propagate somatic stress symptoms through implicit emotional
processing (Lane and Schwartz, 1987). Deficits in one’s awareness
and expression of emotions are assumed to constitute one of
the disconnection syndromes (Lane, 2008), which describe a
pathological uncoupling between the higher-level, neocortical
emotional processes and subcortical emotion-generating
processes. This critical missing connection contributes to
dysfunctions in the autonomic nervous system (ANS) and
hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis (MacLean, 1949),
thus leading to homeostatic dysregulation and eventually to
disease (Kanbara and Fukunaga, 2016). In what follows, I will
describe the technique of focusing that is used to increase one’s
awareness of sensation, examine the mechanism that underlies
this technique and explore its association with motivated cue
integration theory.

THE FOCUSING TECHNIQUE

“Focusing” is a process and a teachable skill developed by
Gendlin (1996) in which the client learns how to attend to
vague, physical impressions until they become well-defined and
meaningful. The client is encouraged to sense the yet unformed
feelings and associative meanings of experiences to obtain inner
resonance and to verify ideas and feelings, such that new and
fresh insights emerge (Gendlin, 1986). Through a taught, step-
by step process, focusing teaches one how to orient attention
inwards and effectively rewire bodily awareness to enable one to
exploit the self-knowledge inherent to body and mind.

Key to focusing is the felt sense, an unclear, pre-verbal sense
of “something” meaningful—the inner knowledge or awareness
of which has yet to be consciously thought or verbalized—as that
“something” is experienced in the body. This bodily felt, initially
nondescript “something” may be an awareness of a situation or of
something that is “coming”—perhaps an idea or insight. Crucial
to the concept, as defined by Gendlin (1996), is that it is unclear
and vague, and any attempt to express it verbally usually results
in its trivialization.

The focusing procedure begins with the focuser being guided
to monitor or sense her bodily signals, during which she
is instructed to allow semantic cues (e.g., memories, mental
images, emotions, etc.) to emerge slowly from this sensing. From
among what emerges, the focuser is requested to select one
personal concern on which to concentrate and to allow herself to
explore its low-clarity representation in the present mind-body
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experience. To accurately identify its meaning, the focuser then
tries to assign words, mental images or phrases that may express
the present experience. These words or images can be tested
against the bodily felt sense, which will not resonate with a
word or phrase that does not adequately describe it. Once the
focuser has accurately identified this felt sense in words, new
words or images emerge that give new insight into the situation.
Eventually, there will be a sense of felt movement—a “felt shift”—
as the person gains some clarity about the felt sense and begins
to move beyond the “stuck” place. In addition to fresh insights,
the focuser may also obtain some indications of steps that can
be taken to address her current concern. Next, the focuser is
asked to remain in touch with the experience for several minutes,
even if it only confers on her a slight release of tension. Because
whatever emerges from the focusing activity, it only represents
the clarification of a single, undefined experience, there will
be others (Gendlin, 2012). An alternative approach to focusing
uses the quality of “radical acceptance” as an invitation by the
client to simultaneously relate to different perhaps contradicting
aspects of the experience (Cornell, 2008), and in so doing,
she can experience a broader, more holistic cue integration
process.

EFFECT OF THE FOCUSING TECHNIQUE

ON MOTIVATED CUE INTEGRATION: A

MOMENT-BY-MOMENT EMBODIED

SELF-REGULATION

Following the example of a stressful experience, an examination
of the focusing technique from the perspective of the motivated
cue integration theory suggests that change of the “top down”
goal (e.g., avoidance) to self-exploration goal will influence
perceptual cue integration. Whereas a stressful experience is
characterized by a high need for cognitive closure based on
the known preference of conservative predictable judgment
(Webster and Kruglanski, 1994; Roets et al., 2015), the self-
exploration goal encourages attention to changes in bodily
sensations, enabling the emergence of fresh, new details with
which to reconstruct the stressful psychological experience. A
simultaneous bottom-up explorative process is activated by
selectively attending to distinct internal cues that increase the
individual’s awareness of her unique motivational constraints
(e.g., strength of association, type of mental images, metaphors).
One’s use of selective attention while remaining in the moment
facilitates the generation of new associations that compete with
existing conditioning patterns and may subsequently provide
valuable new insight into the current situation. Thus, the process

of devoting one’s attention to peripheral marginal signals and
then engaging in their valuation begets the opportunity for cue
re-integration. Once the “felt shift” has been experienced, the
practice of remaining with the current experience provides the
opportunity to memorize the process as an integral part of
long-term memory.

FOCUSING AND OTHER “AWARENESS OF

SENSATION” TECHNIQUES

The practice of focusing could be associated with other
techniques for augmenting awareness of sensation. For example,
attention to newly available information is amechanism common
to both focusing and mindfulness. Moreover, philosophical
traditions such as Buddhism entail the cultivation of a
moment-to-moment, nonjudgmental awareness of one’s present
experience (Kabat-Zinn, 2003). An additional mechanism
shared by the techniques of focusing and mindfulness is an
attitude of acceptance and interest in moment-by-moment cues
(Shapiro et al., 2006). Whereas mindfulness in the Eastern
tradition (Kabat-Zinn, 2003) exploits meditation that emphasizes
suspending the myriad ways of interpreting experience and
attending instead to the experience itself, the practice of focusing
(Gendlin, 2012) and the Western notion of mindfulness (Langer,
1989) encourage interest in and engagement with the creation
of meaning. The creation of new meaning and its assignment
to old patterns may lead not only to marked reductions
in stress; it may also involve substantive alterations in the
architecture of one’s motivated cue-integration. Acknowledging
the potential strengths of this technique, it was recently adopted
by practitioners of accelerated psychodynamic therapy (AEDP,
Fosha, 2000), a therapeutic approach that draws heavily on the
concept and process of focusing. Altogether, by encouraging
the client to develop the capacity to explore vague, bodily, and
emotional states, the awareness of sensation technique facilitates
a creative process of motivated cue re-integration that fosters
increased resilience and better self-regulation (Brown and Ryan,
2003), value clarification and cognitive flexibility (Shapiro et al.,
2006).
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