
Courageously Sensitive Presence 
(a short insight)  

  
I specialise in empowering clients to embrace self-agency. I do so by nurturing an active 
listening style of practice. This mode of engagement has proved therapeutically viable with a 
broad spectrum of clients, including those who experienced childhood trauma. Complex 
trauma involves repeated childhood exposure to abuse and/or neglect by an attachment 
figure that undermines experiencing a sense of safety and trust in the world that can 
negatively impact the development of satisfying relationships and mental health well-being 
as an adult (Paivio & Pascual-Leone, 2010).  
 
Non-judgemental empathy 
Counselling is about removing obstacles, rather than increasing tasks. Typical encounters 
pivot on organismic soundings. A courageously sensitive presence is key to promoting 
client’s actualization tendency and restoring trust in their organismic valuing process. This is 
not a self-centred undertaking, more a centring of self. Developing inter/intra-personal 
processes can make for intimate engagements.  
 
Non-judgemental empathy is the portal to regulating visceral vulnerability in person-centred 
therapy. Non-judgmentalism: the backbone of empathic communication. Retaining the ‘as-if’ 
aspect of empathy, reduces judgement, expands connection and increases intuition. Intuition 
is knowing without knowing how one knows (Nyatanga & de Vocht, 2008). Enhanced 
communication decreases distortions in client’s unfolding experience, amplifies perception, 
enabling positive change to emerge. The co-created relationship will reflect the quality of 
client’s participation. This process is suggested to be sufficient for facilitating the client’s 
movement towards happiness and symptom-reduction; or as intuition suggests, towards 
becoming one’s own person (Quinn, 2015). 100% commitment is not required as counselling 
was designed to engage the less motivated.  
 
Counselling thrives at the junction of those features, shaping uniqueness. It can support 
clients at the behavioural and/or deeper levels of change by nudging movement towards an 
internal-locus-of-evaluation. Smoothing out sensory entanglement gets to the heart of taming 
trauma. Venturing into the visceral realm is where wisdom resides. Whatever intenseness 
encountered, unresolved trauma can be anchored in subjective safety by honouring these 
three principles:    

 First principle: locate and maintain congruent contact with the pulse of immediacy.  

 Second principle: do not bluff.  

 Third principle: help clients identify, verbalise and explore the tensions within. 
 
For example, dropping into, not avoiding anxiety, staying with, not placating emotions, 
accepting, not blaming feelings, and alighting on, not dismissing sensations. This is the 
avenue to wisdom realised. As experiencing is my fundamental guide, I must congruently 
align with clients. Only then can I be sure in weaving empathic understanding and 
acceptance into the emerging relationship authentically. 
 
In my early years, striving to become a fearless companion to those who suffer (Mearns and 
Thorn, 2013), it was more an implicit undertaking. These days, I explicitly unravel the 
dynamics thwarting client’s best intentions. My understanding of trauma is vastly informed by 
client’s in-real-time experience. Exposing my senses to the energies emitted from another, 
ignites my empathy. And empathy infused with immediacy respectfully attends to client’s 
inner world. Moreover, filtering client’s reactions through four main loss categories: 

 Relationship loss 

 Development loss 

 Loss of some aspect of self 

 Treasured objects  
   



and five grief perspectives: 
 

 Philosophical perspective  

 Psychological perspective  

 Physical perspective  

 Sociological perspective  

 Spiritual perspective  
 

 clarifies my preparedness, presence and empathic responses.  
 
Loss is an integral part of life. It is not something that happens to us as we live; rather it is 
life itself. Death is not the only loss a human might experience; yet it is often the only loss 
that is validated as a legitimate grief experience. Any event that involves change is a loss 
that necessitates the process of grief and transition. A loss event requires that some part of 
the individual be left behind and grieved before the process of transition and rebuilding can 
occur (…). There are several types of loss. Understanding these enables the counsellor to 
be aware of the effects of prior losses, to be more in touch with the full significance of the 
present loss, and to anticipate secondary or symbolic losses being triggered by the present 
loss (Geraldine, Humphrey & Zimpfer, 1996). 
 
The promise of transcending trauma with a courageously sensitive presence is the 
guarantee of unwavering capability. Firing up client’s organismic valuing process roots self-
enhancement in realistic possibilities. Non-judgemental empathy guards clients from second-
hand thinking, enabling their locus-of-evaluation to (re)integrate on their terms. At the 
threshold of uncertainty empathy understands. Empathic failure resides in practitioner’s 
inability to personalise empathy. Reducing empathy to a technique, shackles therapist within 
templates of dialogue. Empathy must be organically sourced to energize client’s counselling 
experience positively. The beautiful nature of empathy is in its ability to dissolve alienation 
and forge connection while bringing about buoyancy and originality.     
 
The interactions between the central nervous system and the autonomic nervous system 
could be called the empathetic nervous system, for the ongoing communication between 
these systems is responsible for all the expressions of empathy used to signal our thoughts 
and feelings to each other. Empathy is, in fact, an integrated mind-body response in which 
thoughts interact with feelings in an empathetic nervous system response (Cinramicol & 
Ketcham, 2000).  
 
This inspiring understanding of empathy captures a highly sophisticated interplay at work. 
Other benefits of an empathic way of being are induced safety, stability and structure. 
Maintaining a courageously sensitive presence is paramount as the visceral realm will 
expose insecurity. Holding close to sensitive vibrations requires courage to both, fine tune 
presence, and voice ‘tensions in conflict’. Sourcing empathy without discrimination 
substantially validates experience and propels transformation forward. The empathetic 
nervous system response mechanism is central to my active listing axis. This appreciation, 
and my modality’s unique perspective on non-judgemental empathy, have served me and 
my clients well. The emotive and intuitive elements leave little space for objective 
consideration. Never has this oversight negatively impacted my clients. However, trying to 
demonstrate, with precision, the intuitive nature of empathy to logic-centered people has 
proved unrewarding. Nevertheless, I remain confident, intuition will be scientifically 
validated…one day. 
 
Polyvagal theory and intuition 
 
My sole motivation to attend Dr Porges’ Masterclass: Child Trauma, Connectedness, 
Emotional Regulation and the Polyvagal Theory, was to obtain a comprehensive map for 
exploring safely the complex terrain of trauma and gain a plausible neurophysiological 
explanation for several of the experiences described by individuals who have experienced 



trauma (Porges, 2017). The Masterclass also explored aspects of offering clients increased 
levels of psychological safety by learning to read more accurately the subtle shifts in 
gestures, posture and voice modulation. While this knowledge was enormously beneficial to 
my practice, the affirmation of intuition was the quantum leap that took pride of place.   
 
Polyvagal Theory is a XXI-century appreciation of human organism and its nervous system, 
core of which constitutes a built-in hierarchy of autonomic responses, based on our 
phylogenetic history.1 Polyvagal theory argues that our nervous system employs a hierarchy 
of strategies both, to regulate itself, and to keep us safe in the face of danger. In fact, it is all 
about staying safe.2 Safe environments are important for everything we do and especially for 
therapies.3 When client’s nervous system is not strained to detect threat or deploy defensive 
strategies, a mode of heightened curiosity can prevail, enabling counselling to be absorbed. 
 
The spellbinding neuroscience that underpins polyvagal theory distils the organism’s 
complex apparatuses (nervous system communicational networks), into a comprehensive 
expression of intuitive neuroception. Neuroception, distinct from perception, is detection 
without awareness,4 and is complemented by another term unique to Porges’ lexicon: 
interoception – respect for the feedback from our viscera to our brain.5 Polyvagal theory 
demonstrates that our bodies, brains included, are designed to respond without thinking,6 
and as such, substantially refines our understanding of trauma.7   
 
The scientific understanding of the interchange between intuitive neuroception and 
interoception, encourages even greater levels of openness towards the subterranean flow of 
messages I experience with clients. Keeping with the intuitive considerations of polyvagal 
theory ensures my courageously sensitive presence is continuously refreshed. Freeing the 
counselling experience of judgement increases client’s perception and supports an 
organismic valuing process that can unfold with greater integrity. When respect for the 
feedback from our visceral to our brain emerges, the intra-personal relationship will have 
moved towards greater confidence. And when the dynamics of visceral confidence is 
reinstated, the inter-personal relationship supported via the counselling process, can move 
towards conclusion.   
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