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Introduction

I have been teaching communication skills since 1982. I also did my doctoral dissertation research on teaching these skills to couples. In all this time, I have seen the same thing happen over and over again -

I have consistently found that the communication techniques people learn, go in one ear and out the other, unless they also learn about their own bad habits of communication. They cannot superimpose a new skill over a well established, unconscious, and emotionally based habit.

So how do we go about teaching people to see their bad communication habits?

This can be addressed in two ways, one by investigating the communication styles of their families of origin by asking them what they remember from when they were children. 

Or, two, by determining what their personality type is and understanding what problems that type might have in communicating with others. 

This insight can then give people a chance to recognize when they are in an old dysfunctional communication pattern, and choose a different approach.

It is for this reason, that I have combined this information about Communication Skills and The Enneagram Personality Types in one easy-to-read book. Each chapter is meant to give a short summary for anyone who wants a quick over-view of each subject.

I also recommend that people investigate with a therapist, or in a healthy relationship, the unconscious emotional patterns that created these bad habits. It is through new experiences of relating to a person who can respond in a healthy manner, that we experience what was missing in our childhood which we needed in order to change our dysfunctional patterns, and communicate more constructively.

I also need to say a word here about nonverbal communication. It is actually more important than the words we use, as it is picked up more quickly and unconsciously by our primitive brain. We already have a sense of whether we can trust someone from their facial expression and body language, before they ever say a word. Therefore, if we are not being genuine in what we say, people often know. We can, of course over-ride what our primitive brain tells us, in favor of the words we hear. Better that we start communication with body language that matches the words we will say, in order to create trust. We all know how we unconsciously relax in the presence of someone we know is being genuine. In fact, it is this relaxation and calm, this sense of human safety and “home”, that we are meant to share with each other as couples, as mother and child, as family members, as a tribe, as a community. Our brains are specifically wired for this purpose: to create relationship. It is what sets us apart, what makes us such a resilient species - we take care of each other, we love and care for our families. It is through caring eye contact, non-threatening facial expressions, calm tone of voice, genuine touch, and a mirrored response that we know that we are safe, cared for, and loved in this world.

Compassionate Communication Introduction

How well one handles conflict is not based so much on having good techniques, as it is on one’s mind set and attitude. Are we adversaries, each trying to prove the other person wrong, or are we in this together, both trying to solve a mutual problem so that we can live and work together? Instead of asking, “Who is going to win?”, communication can be an exchange of information about how each person views the situation. 

While I may not like what you did or agree with you, I can still respect you as a person. It is important to distinguish the person from their behavior. Positive regard and respect for others and their personal choices, can make a big difference in setting the stage for good communication.
If you are in relationship with another person, it is important to realize that you cannot not communicate. Consider that silence and nonverbal behavior is also communication. Both convey something to the other person. Silence can convey several things – anger, fear, or indifference. Nonverbal behavior is probably more important than the words spoken. Eye contact, facial expression, tone and volume of voice, touch, body posture, and blushing or blanching, are all communication of feelings. These nonverbal behaviors are processed much faster than language by the brain, and many of them are done unconsciously, we cannot control them. So they convey more information than words themselves.

Nonverbal behaviors are processed by a different part of the brain than language is. This is a more primal part of the brain, which helps us to survive by knowing where we stand in relation to others in a split second. It also helps us to calm down after surviving a potentially dangerous situation, by connecting us to our family, tribe or community  through comforting behaviors such as eye contact, touch and a soothing voice. We need this calming effect after our bodies have been pushed to the limit through the adrenaline rush when we are afraid. This is one of the most important purposes of relationship – to give each other this calming support, not just when an outside danger has occurred, but especially when we are in disagreement with each other and afraid of the consequences. Giving each other the nonverbal message that we are safe and cared for, even if in disagreement, goes a long way to calming the situation down and allowing the problem to be solved.

Research shows that the main reason for communication problems is that the message sent is not always the message received. For example, couples in general, have the same sort of problems across the board in any relationship. However, it is those who do not hear the message sent or misinterpret it, who end up in trouble. We can expect differences to come up between two people over time, they will not agree on everything. A relationship is only as stable as it’s capacity to work through potential conflicts.

It is important not to assume things you believe are necessarily true. Always ask questions to determine what really happened or what the other person’s intentions were. You do not always know. Research shows that even long-term couples cannot accurately guess what the other person is thinking.

There are two typical ways people handle conflict, either by passing blame back and forth, or by being silent. Silence either means someone is afraid, or they are angry and blaming. Some people pretend nothing happened in order to avoid the difficulties of conflict. Yet the conflict remains under the surface to affect the relationship over time. In general we have choices in a conflict, we can count ourselves out, we can count the other person out, we can count both of us out so that no one gets what they want, or, we can count both of us in and find a way for both of us to win.

It is important to understand the difference between process and content when you are communicating. Content is what you are talking about, the facts of this particular circumstance. Process is how you talk about it, the procedure of talking, i.e. the rules of the game of talking. The techniques of good communication are a way to improve the process. 

It is useful when discussing a difficulty to keep separate in your own mind the following categories:

The facts (or your recollection of them, which may not be the same as the other person’s) 

Your thoughts (beliefs, interpretations, expectations, opinions, assumptions, judgments, evaluations)

Your feelings (how do you react to the facts emotionally?)

Your wants or needs in this situation (what would you like to have happen?)

Actions (what behavior would you like for your self or the other person?)

 In a difficult situation, it can be very useful to write down these separate categories for yourself before starting a conversation with the other person. You can get clear in your own mind on what your needs are, or the differences between the facts and your feelings. 

In order to discuss communication, we have to talk about  feelings. While they may seem at times, to get in the way of  communication, they cannot be ignored. They are not always rational, but they are facts, they exist. We cannot will them away. In fact, most differences arise because someone’s feelings have been triggered. They cannot be ignored by just talking about the “facts” of the situation. Especially because facts can be perceived differently by different people. We have also seen people manipulate the so-called “facts” in favor of their feelings. 

Feelings are an internal physical-emotional response to a situation. They are pointers to what you believe or what you want in the situation, they are important clues to what is needed to solve the problem. What are your beliefs or expectations in this situation, what do you need? By looking at the source of our feelings, we have more choices. We can choose to decide, believe, interpret or expect something differently than we have habitually done. Acknowledging and being aware of feelings gives us more choice and more freedom in our lives. We are no longer just automatically responding unconsciously based on our feelings alone, the way we have always done.

What we want to encourage in communication is openness, a free flow of information to solve the problem. There are many ways to block this flow. Here are some examples to avoid: 

Directing, e.g. “Stop crying.”, “Try harder.”. 

Threatening, warning, or punishing, e.g. “If you do…”, “You’d better…”. 

Preaching, e.g. “You should..”, “Nice girls don’t…”. 

Persuading, lecturing, e.g.  “The fact is...”, “You’ll realize…” 

Advising, recommending, e.g.  “Why don’t you...”.

Diagnosing, e.g. “It’s a phase you are going through.”

Mind reading, e.g. “You’re just hostile to men.”

Cross-examining, e.g.  ”Are you telling the truth?”

Withdrawing, e.g. “I won’t discuss it any further.”

These produce defensive resistance and resentment, they are invalidating and appear condescending, they are disguised put-downs. They imply superiority on the side of the one speaking. 

There are also messages that appear supportive but are really pseudo supportive, such as giving praise or approval, which can imply your own superiority. Or reassuring someone when you don’t know what will happen, “Everything will be ok..” Will it? This also ignores the current pain the other person is feeling. 

Offering your own story similar to the one the other person has just told you, takes the attention away from what they are feeling. Make sure they are done before you launch into yours. Saying what you feel as if it trumps what they feel, also diverts the focus onto you, e.g. “You think you were hurt, let me tell you how much you hurt me.” Respect the other person when they have the floor, wait your turn to speak.

Timing is important in good communication. Before you start, ask if this is a good time to have this conversation. If not, ask when a better time might be, set an appointment together if necessary. Don’t have difficult discussions when you are tired, hungry, sleepy, or sick. These things will curb your ability to be patient and listen, which you will both need.

Probably the most important skill in good communication is having the patience to listen, instead of automatically passing the blame back and forth. It is not easy to do in the heat of the moment, but remember, you will be more likely to get what you need in the situation in the long run. This requires staying present and conscious of the process, and not getting lost in your emotional reactions to a difficult situation. Give the other person the benefit of the doubt, and maintain your sense of compassion for them as a human being in the same boat as you are.

References: Lieberman and Hardie. Resolving Family and Other Conflicts, Everybody Wins. Saratoga : Cymbidium Books

Miller, Wademan, Nunnally, and Miler. Connecting With Self and Others. Littleton: Interpersonal Communication Programs.

Compassionate Communication Skills

More important than techniques in good communication, is the mind set or attitude of exchanging information in order to solve a mutual problem, instead of taking an adversarial position. Begin by giving the other person the benefit of the doubt, rather than assuming they are wrong. You are working together to discover what needs to be done to solve the problem. You respect and assume the best motives on the part of the other person.

This is in marked contrast to the usual way people approach differences: blame, attack, yell, accuse, withdraw, give the silent treatment, punish, or fight to win. Which brings on the usual defensive response of fighting back, throwing the blame back, yelling louder to be heard, making your point, not listening, or withdrawing further. So that no one gets heard, people remain angry if not angrier, people feel misunderstood, and no mutual solution is found.

This alternative way of approaching communication begins with speaking about the problem in such a way as to not point my finger in blame at the other person. This is done by making what is called an “I” statement. I am expressing only my opinion; someone else in the same situation might feel differently than I do. I take responsibility for feeling the way I do, these are my feelings, and they are not the other person’s fault. My feelings are a result of who I am, how I view the world, my up bringing, my experience, unique to me. No one can make me feel the way I do, I just do. Neither is there any need to justify your feelings, they exist, they are valid, what you want or feel is important; it doesn’t need to be explained rationally. The “I” statement is in contrast to the usual “You” statement: “ You did_____ and it is your fault.”.

An “I” statement usually begins with a feeling, “I feel_____ when________ (a specific event or behavior happened) because _______(the practical effect on you), and what I want is________(specific behavior).” 

It is important that they know how the situation effected you. And that they know what they might have done to contribute to this, stated non-judgmentally simply as action or behavior. Example: If a student is late to my class, I might say, “I feel frustrated when someone arrives late because I have to repeat myself and I may not have time to cover what I need to for the whole class.” They may have had a good reason for being late, I am not blaming them, I am just telling them the effect it has on me.

Remember this is only my perception or opinion; it is not necessarily the “true” reality. Someone else could interpret the same situation totally differently. I am not trying to convince them I am right, I am giving information to solve what I see as a joint problem.

A common mistake in making “I” statements is to say, “I feel that you blew it.”, which is still a “You” statement. The feeling stated needs to be a real feeling, not a thought. It is also important to keep your statement short, without going into a lot of detail so that the person can get what you want to communicate easily.

After you have made this wonderful non-blaming “I” statement, still expect a defensive response from the other person. It is the norm in our culture to expect blame; people feel that they have to explain themselves. But you have still set the tone of the whole conversation as non-argumentative.

People usually respond to someone who is having a difference with them, by getting upset back, and the tone usually escalates, as the blame gets passed back and forth. The alternative way of responding to someone who is bringing a problem to your attention, is called “active listening”. It can be likened to the practice in martial arts of not resisting your opponent’s thrust, but going along with it, using their energy to empower your own movement. 

So in communication, instead of doing the expected defense, you don’t argue with them, you say, “Let me see if I got this right, you are upset because this happened and then you felt that, is that right?” They were prepared for a fight, and you are simply listening. It takes the wind right out of their sails; they are now more likely to listen to your side of things. It calms them down to know that you are listening and that you really heard them. This is hard to do at first in the heat of the moment, but it helps to know that you will get your turn to say your piece a lot sooner if you do it this way because they will be more inclined to listen after you have listened to them.

You feed back to them in your own words (not just parroting their words), what you understand their perception of the problem to be, and what feelings they had as a result. You need to imagine what it might be like to walk in their shoes, to feel what they feel. You let them know in this way that you know what it looks like through their eyes. Doing this can actually bring understanding that you didn’t have before. You do not, repeat not, have to agree with them to do this. They are the expert on their opinion and you are just feeding it back to them as accurately as possible to make sure you have understood them correctly. People often do this when they are getting directions to make sure that they got them right. This is the same concept; you make sure you really understand what the problem is for them, so that you can help solve it.

 Remember your view of the situation is like a map of the terrain or situation, it is not the actual terrain itself. It is only your particular perception of reality. It is not necessarily always right. They are the authority on their position and you are trying to find out what it is, so that you can read the map from their position. It’s as if you have both landed on different parts of the terrain and you have to find out where you are in relation to each other to find your way back. Your job is not to convince them that they are wrong, but to find out where they are.

Look beneath the words they are saying for their feelings. Look at their nonverbal behavior as well. Is it congruent with what they are speaking? You can active listen non-verbal communication as well. Someone who is crying does not have to say they are sad for you to know they are. Don’t make assumptions, ask questions to clarify if you need to, (but not to trip them up or interrogate them).

Remember too, that you are in charge of changing your own point of view; you can take all the time you need to think about the situation and process the new information they’ve given you. You don’t need to worry about being overwhelmed by their logic. If you are confused or not sure, just say you need more time to think about it. You don’t have to justify your position with logic on the spot. That you feel something, logical or not, is valid in and of itself. Take the time to see what it is telling you.

You are not obligated to active listen; it is your choice whether you want to communicate with a person. Communication is an investment in a relationship; you don’t have to invest in everyone. 

Sometimes people are too emotionally triggered or angry to be able to do this with you. It is best to take time out in that case and set a time to check in with each other later to see if they have calmed down.

Don’t try to solve their problem or give them advice while you are active listening. This is so tempting to do at times.  The problem solving comes later, and you will do it together, it is not your job. Right now your focus is on gathering information in order to fully understand the problem.

A typical exchange will look something like this:

Person A has a problem and brings it to person B. Person A makes an “I” statement, while B active listens. They repeat this until person A feels understood.

Then person B makes their “I” statements and A active listens until B feels understood.

Person A may want to take another turn at “I” statements after B finishes, and B may want to again also. Take turns until you both feel finished and understood.

Now it is time to brainstorm solutions to the problem, with the information you have gathered from each other. Do not shoot down each other’s ideas; be willing to look at them. 

Once you have agreed on a solution, decide on how, when, where, and who will implement it. Who is responsible for what actions? You will probably want to agree on a time to re evaluate it if it is not working later on. What will you do if this problem occurs again?

Remember, it takes time to learn these skills. With practice, you will become better at it. Be kind to your self, it is hard to break the old defensive habits we grew up with. Take the time to look at your old habits of communicating so that you can recognize them when they show up. Don’t superimpose these new skills on top of the old habits by forcing it. Pay attention to what you may need to give yourself first before rushing into dealing with the other person. For example, if I am habitually scared in conflicts, I will acknowledge that to myself first, and take time to give myself some calm space before starting the conversation. 

We humans learn by making mistakes, allow yourself to learn by being willing to make mistakes, which will show you how to do it better the next time. If we adults had to learn to ride a bicycle as adults, we would never do it, because we are not willing to make mistakes, fall down, get back up and do it again as many times as it takes to learn. You are using these skills in a situation where tempers may be flying and feelings may be getting hurt, so give yourself a break if you don’t do it right the first time. Don’t give up on practicing, even if it feels awkward at first.

The Enneagram Personality System
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Introduction

The Enneagram  Personality System comes from the Sufi spiritual tradition and has been recently adopted by Western psychology. It is designed to show us the particular habit of mind we use to avoid pain in our lives, and to therefore, avoid being ourselves. The purpose in using the Enneagram, is not to label anyone, but to use it to see what we are not, so that we can free ourselves from the habit of fixating on a certain way of seeing life. This habit keeps us in a form of trance, unaware of the true reality of the moment. This comes from childhood, when in order to survive, we adapted our natural behavior to fit our circumstances to deal with painful feelings. 

The Enneagram is traditionally pictured with nine numbers arranged around a circle (see above).

The system includes nine personality types, divided into three triads, each with a different focus of attention: 

*Numbers Three, Two, and Four, are the Image types, and getting approval is their focus in life. They are associated with the Heart, and with wanting to be loved.

*Numbers Six, Five, and Seven, are the Fear types, and managing fear is their focus in life. They are associated with the Head or mind, where  fear is a thought about the future.

*Numbers Nine, Eight and One, are known as the Self-forgetting and anger types They deny a part of themselves in order to survive, and anger is their issue. They are associated with the Body, or solar plexus, where anger is felt.

Each of these triads, has one central point. These are the Three, Six, and Nine for each triad. This point sets the tone for that triad. The other two points, are opposite each other in terms of being either withdrawn, or outgoing. Twos are outgoing, focused on others, whereas Fours have an internal focus, on themselves. Sevens are impulsive and outgoing, whereas Fives are more withdrawn, carefully accessing before acting. Eights live life with gusto, acting when they feel like it, whereas Ones are inward, careful and considered in their decisions.

There are three general ways that the nine types can vary:

Wings: Each type tends to lean one way towards one of the 2 types next to them on the circle, taking on the flavor of what is called their ‘wing’, e.g. a Seven can lean towards the Six or the Eight, with a Six wing being more careful and quiet, while an Eight wing, would be more outgoing and less fearful.

Subtypes: Each of the nine types also belongs to one of three subtypes, which have to do with where we put our strongest focus in the world (our sense of what is most important to our survival):

The Self-preservation type, which focuses on survival issues in life, and less on relationship.

The Social type, which relates to the group or community as an entity, and not so much the individual person.

The One on One type, (sometimes called, the Sexual type), which focuses on pair bonding, whether with  romantic partners, friends or family members.

It is interesting that we tend to be happier in relationship with our own subtype, more than our own number type, because our relationship goals are the same.

Arrows: Each of the Nine types has a Stress and Relaxation point. There are lines connecting the types across the circle (see above). A type can move along the line in the direction of the arrow when the person is under stress, taking on the flavor of the type at the other end. When relaxed, one moves towards the number in the direction moving against the arrow. When you are very relaxed or under stress you may look more like this other number than your own.

Because of these many variations on each type, two people of the same number type can look very different from each other.

The Nine types can mature and grow through out a lifetime. We do not change our basic type over a lifetime, but we do hopefully become more conscious. When we become more aware, we evolve from our Fixation, or habit of mind and emotion, into our Essence or aware quality. For example, the Seven evolves from gluttony(for experiences) and (obsessive)planning, to sobriety and work(real follow up, instead of just dreaming).

 It is easy to confuse the types from written descriptions until you have more experience actually seeing the energy of each type. It is important to visually see the way the types hold themselves physically and energetically. In choosing your type, it is best to think about how you were/are as a young adult in your 20s, when your fixation shows more clearly. Finding one’s type should be a careful and slow process of discovery, comparing your own and other’s perceptions, without jumping to conclusions. We share all the qualities of each type as human traits, but the motivation behind our behavior is what determines type. It is a learning process about which motivations stand out from the rest to determine our type. 

The Enneagram is a sacred tool. It is important to use it in this context, and not to label people. Each of the nine types is one human way of dealing with the difficulties of life, none are better than any other. Each of the nine types has a reason for doing what they do, which, if understood, would bring compassion to our hearts for them. As you read about each type, try to understand the pain that created each of their habits of mind. It is often true, in all the types, that that which we do to compensate for our pain, ends up actually causing ongoing repetition of the pain. It is in our understanding of each other’s childhood motivations for these ‘strategies’ that we find compassion.

The purpose of knowing our type ultimately is to help us on the path to freedom from the trance of habituated mind, to see who we really are and experience reality without these filters.

Enneagram One: The Perfectionist[image: image2.jpg]



The Enneagram Type One is in the Body Oriented Triad, with types Nine and Eight, dealing with issues of Self forgetting and Anger. In the childhood of the One, there was a lot of criticism and judgment. They learned to make everything they did perfect before anyone could criticize them. They learned the rules and stuck to them rigidly so that they would not be judged. They learned to delay their own fun in order to make sure they had done things right, so they would not be scolded. This is how Ones are Self Forgetting, they learn to ignore their own needs and desires in the service of perfection. As a result, this creates an underlying anger of resentment.

If you want a job done well and thoroughly, give it to a One. They are dependable and responsible, often going out of their way to do it right. Ones look for what needs to be corrected, they look for how things could be done better, they will dot every ‘i’ and cross every ‘t’. There would be no mistakes in their lives if they had their way. Of course this is not possible, but Ones try to accomplish this anyway. A One’s work is never done in their eyes; it could always be improved on. They are organized ten times over. They delay any pleasure for themselves in order to make sure things are done right. They are very self-critical, painfully so, worrying about what others may think of them.

They expect others to do the same. They tend to resent people who aren’t trying as hard as they are. But anger is not an ‘acceptable’ social expression, so they repress it, often not even realizing that they feel it. They also believe that other people want to have things perfect too, so they give them advice even when it is not asked for. This can irritate people, who then resent them for pointing this out, while the One thinks they are being helpful. As judgmental as they are, they judge themselves even more harshly, setting themselves often impossibly high standards. They can believe there is only one ‘right’ way to do things, and have a hard time seeing past the set of rules they have learned.

The Mental Fixation for the One is Resentment, mostly because they feel they have to keep their nose to the grindstone while others coast. This evolves into the Essence quality of true Perfection, where the One sees that Life is already perfect as it is, the trees grow, the birds sing, without any effort or help from us. The Emotional Fixation is Anger at having to do all this, which is repressed because it is not socially acceptable. This evolves into the Essence quality of Serenity, where the One realizes that they can relax, that Life, and they themselves, are OK as they are.

What helps a One grow is to ask the question, “What is really important?”, at a time when they feel they ‘must’ do one more thing. It helps to look at the priorities of their lives and choose relationship and relaxation as part of a well rounded, ‘perfect’ life. Ask themselves, “Does it really have to be done now?” Also realize that there are many ways to do the same job, things are not black and white, look for the gray. Other opinions are as valid as their own. What is important to them, may not be important to others. A mature One comes to serenely see the perfection and beauty all around them in Life.
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Enneagram Two: The Pleaser

Personality Type Two is in the Image or Heart triad with types Three and Four. The issue for the Heart triad is gaining approval and creating an image to in order to get this approval. They need to feel recognized. They project an image in order to be loved. 

In the childhood of the Two, their needs were only met if they took care of their parents first. They learned to focus on taking care of others in order to survive themselves. This became a habitual way of acting in the world. The Two projects an image of being helpful, in order to be seen as indispensable. This is the classic co-dependent, do for others, and they will do for you. 

The Two takes pride in pleasing others, at jumping in before you have even been asked. Their energy is forward, completely focused on the other person, always playing to the other. They don’t realize that they are assuming they are right in what the other person needs, whereas, the other may need something totally different than what the Two has done for them. The focus is on creating an “image” of being helpful, not always actually being helpful.

Twos are usually well liked and appreciated. The relationship is what matters to them, and paying attention to feelings is important in the service of this. Twos need reassurance that they are appreciated in spite of their popularity. 

They ask a lot of questions of the other, focusing all their attention on the other person. They do not offer much about themselves, they expect you to ask the same questions in return. They feel compelled to “fix it” for you, or to give you advice even if it is not requested. As a result, people can feel they have somehow been labeled as the “needy one”. It would appear that Twos do not have any needs themselves on the surface, but their expectation is that you will anticipate their needs in the same way they do yours. It is an unspoken contract. When others don’t understand this, and disappoint the Two, they can get angry.

The problem with this strategy in life, is that people can feel manipulated when they find out the Two expects something in return, especially if the other did not ask for the “help” which the Two has given. The Two will get upset if they don’t get something back, because they have “done all this for you”. Twos can resent it when you actually do ask them for something because they feel they have already “done so much for you”. They are not actually being helpful to their loved one where it really matters to that person. They sabotage themselves this way. Other people may love the attention a Two gives, sometimes taking advantage of the Two’s habit of attentiveness. 

The Mental Fixation for the Two is Flattery, used to get attention and approval from others. The Emotional Fixation is Pride, in being indispensable to others. When a Two matures, these evolve into the Essence quality of Freedom, freedom from the need to prove one’s value, and Humility, where they realize they are not the one holding the world up.

What helps a Two grow? Experimenting with not following their compulsion to appear helpful, especially when it is not healthy for the Two, or is not asked for. Being willing to see if people still like them for themselves, even if they are not “taking care of” others, paying rapt attention to others, or being entertaining. Realizing that not all people will like them all the time, and that is OK. Being willing to ask for help for their own needs. Noticing that they alter themselves to suit others, and be brave enough to try on what it means to be themselves. Daring to experience being loved for who they are.
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Enneagram Three: The Performer

The Three, the Performer, is the central point of the Heart triad. The issue for the Heart triad is gaining approval and creating an image to in order to gain this approval. The Three does this by performing, accomplishing, succeeding, achieving goals, being a workaholic, and being number One.

In the childhood of the Three, they were noticed and loved mostly for what they did, not who they were. So they learned to focus outside of themselves on the next task to do to get attention and recognition. In order to be noticed in their family, they had to be the Best, and they worked hard to accomplish this. 

As a result, they did not learn to go inside to feel their own feelings, or to even know who they were, since no one else was interested. Instead, they learned to project an image of what their loved ones wanted to see. They don’t even know who they really are. Their mental fixation became Vanity, because, in order to constantly project this image, they had to bolster up the belief that they can do it, that they are the best.  That is why their emotional fixation became Deceit, an unconscious and habitual altering of themselves to fit what others want.

Threes become goal oriented, efficient, productive, confident, optimistic, focused, tenacious, successful, and accomplished. The down side of this, is that they cannot handle failure, and that they are sometimes willing to step over other people to get to their goal. They can sometimes be manipulative, competitive, and cut throat. They don’t know who they are behind their projected image, so it’s hard for them to relate from an authentic self. Even though they are accomplishing all these goals so that they will be liked and appreciated, they see spending time in relationship sometimes, as getting in the way of reaching their goals.

Examples of Threes: Olympic athletes, corporate managers, sales reps, executive directors. The US culture as a whole, is a Three culture.

What helps a Three grow? Recognizing their own false image. Trying on for size the idea that people might actually like them for who they really are if they are willing to be authentic. Taking the time to slow down and ask who they really are. Being willing to go inside and look at their own feelings, instead of thinking that feelings waste their time. Looking for the honest answer, not what they think someone wants to hear. Being willing to stay present long enough to get past the anxiety that goes with not accomplishing something. Tolerating failure to reach a goal at times because other things such as relationships might be more important. A willingness to admit to failure if it comes. 

The Essence qualities of the Three are what they evolve into as a more aware person. The mental fixation of Vanity evolves into Hope - that they, and life, are valuable, just as they are. And the emotional fixation of Deceit evolves into Honesty when you realize you are good enough as you are. You can be honest about yourself with others and they respond well to this.
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Enneagram Type Four: The Special One

Type Four in the Enneagram system, is part of the Heart Triad along with Types Three and Two. They are known as the Image types because they are concerned with how they look to other people, in order to get love and approval. They need to feel  recognized. They focus on feelings, which are located in the Heart or feeling center. The Four’s focus is inward, on themselves and their inner feelings.

In the childhood of the Four, there was some kind of abandonment by a care-giving figure, even if it was not done intentionally. The child loses the person they are closest to, and they long for that person to come back. Their focus becomes glued to the horizon, in the future, hoping for their return. They look critically at themselves, wondering if there was something wrong with them that caused the loved one to leave. Emotionally they are grieving for what is lost, and they envy those around them who have their loved ones. 

So the Four becomes set in this habit of mind and emotion, unable to see what they do have right in front of them, because they are focused on what they long for on the horizon. They envy everyone around them, convinced others have what they believe they do not. Unable to believe they are good enough, they are convinced there is something wrong with them. 

They are emotionally set in melancholy or depression, which they come to identify as being ‘alive’. They feel they need to prove to the world that they are ‘special’ in order to not be abandoned again. The depth of their feelings is often ‘proof’ of their genuineness and specialness. They are often artists, dancers, painters, singers, and poets - expressing this depth of feeling in their art. Their creativity in this expression has given us some of the greatest art of our times.

 The Four’s ability to feel deeply also makes them able to sympathize and listen to others who are going through a difficult time. They are often dramatic in their expression, drawing attention to themselves in order to reassure themselves of their value to others. The irony is, that this unfortunately often makes people withdraw from them because they want all the attention, and others feel ignored. It is often true, in all the types, that what we do to compensate for our pain, ends up actually causing ongoing repetition of the pain. It is in our understanding of each other’s childhood motivations for these ‘strategies’ that we find compassion for each other. 

What helps a Four grow? To Be present, to stop and look at what they actually do have, to appreciate it, and take their eyes off the longing for what they imagine they don’t have. To be willing to feel the discomfort of their fear of inadequacy, and stay with that feeling long enough, to break through it to see their own intrinsic value.  When a Four is growing and maturing, they move from the fixated qualities of Melancholy and Envy, to the realization that they are not actually excluded from life, that what they thought is missing is often right in front of them, and that everyone else has it just as good or as bad as they do. They move to the essence qualities of Originality and Equanimity.
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Enneagram Five: The Observer
The Five is in the Head or Fear Triad along with types Six and Seven (see last two Enneagram articles). The issues they have in common are feeling afraid in the world and being suspicious of life in general. In the childhood of the Five, there was some kind of intrusion on their person, which they could not get away from. For some it was parental intrusion, for others it was outside the family such as staying in the hospital for extended operations. The result was that the young Five retreated into their mind, into a place where no one could reach them, where they still had some independence. Their mind became their place of refuge, their strength, their sense of safety. The world was an unsafe place, where people demanded things of them they did not want to give. Other people were seen as demanding and intrusive. They learned to quietly contain themselves in order to avoid contact and hassles with others. 

The adult Five then, keeps to themselves, is usually quiet, you often do not know they are there. They are very private, tending to keep different parts of there lives separate. They usually can only take socializing for short periods of time. They need time to be alone in order to process what might have happened emotionally when they were with other people. Their home is their refuge. Other people may experience their withdrawn nature as rejection, not seeing that they need this to in order to feel safe.

They tend to keep things simple to avoid hassles in their lives. They believe that there is a limited amount of time, energy and space, especially to give to others. 

In spite of their usually simple and modest lifestyle, they will spare no expense when it comes to an area of interest and expertise, such as camera equipment, computers, bicycling, or stereo equipment. They tend to know a lot about certain areas of knowledge that they have chosen. They feel safety in knowing as much as possible about the world around them. They are extremely cautious, and don’t like doing new things they know nothing about. They feel safer if they research whatever it is they are going to do. They believe that if something could possibly go wrong, it actually will go wrong. In other words, they tend to believe their fears will happen.

A five is able to develop and grow when they are able to let go of the security they feel in mental knowledge, to let themselves feel emotion, and to be able to experience their body. They begin to see that avoiding intrusion actually serves to invite intrusion, because their loved ones feel left out. They realize that energy, time and space are not always limited, there is enough for them to give, without fearing more will be taken. They see that people making requests are not necessarily making demands of them. The realization comes that just because they can imagine something going wrong, does not mean it will happen. They do not need to prepare for every possible crisis. Knowledge does not need to be their constant security blanket, it is available when needed.

The mental fixation for the Five is Stinginess. In order to avoid the hassles of being around other people, and to feel safe, they conserve their resources. This evolves into the Essence quality of Omniscience when the Five realizes that knowledge is available to everyone and they don’t need to hoard it. Their emotional fixation is Greed, in which their attachment to those things they do value, is amplified by their trying to minimize their dependency on resources. This evolves into the Essence quality of Non-Attachment, when they realize that true detachment comes from letting go of something you have known and experienced, not from acting out of fear of involvement or attachment.
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  Enneagram Six, The Safety Seeker
Type Six is the central personality of the Head and Fear Triad, having issues of doubt, insecurity and anxiety. In the childhood of the Six, there was either abuse or danger, which causes the young Six to become vigilant, watching for any signs of danger to protect themselves. They develop a habit of scanning their environment for danger. Every little noise or movement is noticed, and can be jarring to a Six. They have a slight paranoia about life based on their childhood experience. They are slightly suspicious, need to check things out, ask if people are trustworthy. They can be jumpy, act impulsively to avoid danger, or suddenly lash out at others for suspected wrongs. They can also withdraw, freeze up, or avoid others for fear of conflict. Some run head on into danger to relieve their anxiety, while others prefer to avoid it by withdrawing. They look very ‘contained’; everything is kept carefully inside, until it is safe to come out.

Although they have a vivid imagination and well-developed minds, they don’t trust their own ability to make decisions, to discriminate, to choose the safe route. This is the self-doubt of the Six. They are so afraid the wrong decision will bring danger, that they feel they can’t pick the right course of  action. They will ask ten friends for their opinions, before trusting their own. They procrastinate out of fear of sticking their neck out, rather than out of laziness. They can be doubly afraid to make bad social decisions for fear others will blame them for making the wrong choice. They can avoid conflict, fearing other people’s anger. Others use anger up front as shield, as a defense against their own anxiety. Either way, their anger is a kind of quick lashing out arising from fear.

Sixes tend to believe the worst-case scenario will actually happen, and they prepare for this in their lives. This causes them to be pessimistic, to see the glass as half empty and getting emptier.

On the positive side, they are very loyal once they know they can trust you. They are great troubleshooters on any job because they can see what might go wrong. They use their minds well and have a great ability to put imagination to work. They are fair and follow the rules because this creates safety for everyone. They are sensitive, responsible and dependable.

The Mental Fixation or trance for the Six, is Cowardice because they believe the worst-case scenario is real. This evolves into the Essence quality of Faith, knowing that whatever happens, they will be able to deal with it, trusting their ability, and trusting life. The Emotional Fixation is Fear, being alert to everything around them. This evolves into the Essence Quality of Courage, to go ahead and take action even if you don’t know the outcome. 

How does a Six grow? Recognize that they need to get reality checks from other people since they tend to believe their imagined fears. Ask themselves the question, “Is this true?”. Slow down, and take a deep breath. Don’t act impulsively in the service of anxiety, take their time. Be willing to feel their anxiety, sit with it, and get through to the other side by letting go of their belief that they can not survive the imagined outcome. Most worst case scenarios can be survived, it is not the end of the world. Have the courage to take action when they feel frozen, even if there are no guarantees. Focus on what is actually happening right now, instead of their imagination about what could go wrong in the future. Notice that it is probably just fine right now. Focus on the positive that does exist, instead of the negative that might exist. . Ask questions of others when suspicious instead of impulsively accusing them. 
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Enneagram Seven: The Enthusiast

 The Seven is in the ‘Head’ or Fear Triad with numbers Five and Six .  They have in common issues of anxiety and trust. In the childhood of the Seven, there was some sort of emotional neglect, usually by their mother, but not necessarily intentional neglect. Often it is circumstances that occur to cause the young Seven to not get the nurturing they need, so that they became self sufficient before they are emotionally capable of doing so. This causes an anxiety driven personality looking out for themselves because they don’t believe anyone else will. Many Sevens are not aware of the anxiety that drives them, seeing their own attitude as positive and useful.

The problem is that they live in the future, never resting or appreciating what they have. They avoid the unpleasant things in life, focusing on getting what they want, on the next interesting thing in front of them. Their fear of not getting what they need, causes them to sometimes grab the first available item that looks decent to them, especially if they don’t feel they have the time to explore all their choices. They don’t take the time to see if it is the right one for them, whether choosing food, a relationship, or buying a house. They  fill up their schedule with many things to do, fearing that they will have empty time on their hands, when they might  have to feel their internal anxiety and pain at not getting what they really needed in life, emotional connection. This can cause them to change plans with friends often, as they try to shuffle for the best option in the possibilities they’ve scheduled.  Other people are often hurt by the Seven’s focus on the next best experience rather than on connecting. It is difficult for them to stay in the moment.

They rationalize their behavior to themselves and other people, by spinning and reframing the story to sound positive, while being very charming. They avoid conflict rather than meet it. Picture Mohammed Ali dancing, weaving and ducking, with a smile on his face, never taking a punch. That is the confident attitude of a Seven. The problem is that life will eventually deal a punch. The disappointment when a Seven realizes that their childhood strategy is not foolproof, is profound. But it can lead to greater awareness if the Seven pays attention.

On the positive side, Sevens are visionaries, idealists, able to see and imagine the big picture, and they inspire others. They never give up when motivated, being positive and able to see all the options. They are a jack-of-all-trades, having collected many experiences in their lives. They are lively, fun, and full of energy. 

The Mental fixation for the Seven is Planning, obsessing about the future, not trusting things to work out. This evolves into the Essence quality of Work, when they realize the value of a job done thoroughly and following through on commitments. The Emotional fixation is Gluttony, not craving for quantity, but for many interesting experiences to fill their void. This evolves into the Essence quality of Sobriety, appreciating the moment and the ordinary, not needing the drug of anticipation.

A Seven grows by being willing to admit and feel their anxiety or disappointment, to just sit with it. Eventually, to see through it, to gain a sense of trust that the world is a place where they can get what they need without being driven. This can be done through meditation, by simply letting the anxiety arise and sitting with it, not taking any action for a change. This can be excruciating at first for the Seven. If they continue, they begin to see the value and beauty of the “small” things in life right in front of them. They become present to what is actually already there for them that they did not see when they were rushing to take what they thought they needed. They need to stop avoiding the unpleasant, but necessary things in life such as admitting their mistakes, taking a ‘punch’ sometimes instead of rationalizing, not changing their schedule constantly, sticking to commitments, following through. Eventually the Seven can calm down, appreciate the life they have, and take time to smell the roses right in front of them.
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Enneagram Eight, The Boss

The Eight is in the Body Triad with Nine and One, dealing with issues of Self Forgetting and Anger. In the childhood of the Eight, they learned that power is all that matters. No one is listened to, unless they have control. It is a “control or be controlled” world. You have to take control, it is not given to you. You have to earn respect, it is not your right. This is an authoritarian world. In this world, the Eight loses the innocence of their childhood. 

The Eight acts as if they are in a ‘battle’ in life. When in battle, one does not feel fear, because it will disable you, so you deny it. If you are in warrior mode, you cannot let anyone see that you are weak, because they will take advantage of it. You project an image of fearlessness, which you have to believe yourself, in order to go out and meet the dangerous world. You believe you are invincible and that you are always right. It gives you the self-confidence you need to face a world that you believe is a “dog eat dog” place. In denying your own fear and vulnerability, you deny part of your self. This is how the eight is Self Forgetting. Eights use anger as part of their ability to take control. 

Eights are bigger than life, because they have to be in order to take control. They believe if they don’t, someone else will take control of them. They look to see what the hierarchy is, and how can they get the upper hand if they need to. They are the authority, they are in charge. This can be intimidating to other people, who don’t know that it is a defense for the Eight. Eights are comfortable with anger as part of their defense, they feel it gets all the cards out on the table, so the truth is known. Yet it scares other people. They are like a ‘bull in a china shop’, not realizing their impact on others.

At the same time, they care deeply for the people they are close to, feeling and acting protective of anyone in their sphere. They can be generous to a fault, at the same time that they don’t see how they run right over other’s needs. They are very intuitive, and often pick up on subtleties that others miss. They make excellent leaders in the right situation. They have a great gusto for life, and enjoy it immensely, sometimes to excess. They are very direct communicators if they want to be. However they don’t believe the rules apply to them, they are above social regulation.

The Mental Fixation for the Eight is Vengeance. They believe they must be on guard, and therefore they must punish anyone who gets in their way, it is a survival issue. This evolves into the Essence quality of Truth, when the Eight transforms their self-serving power into concern for others towards a higher purpose. The Emotional Fixation is Lust, which  is their excess gusto for life, ‘more is better’. This evolves into the Essence quality of Innocence, which is what the Eight lost in their childhood. They learn that Life can be trusted, they can relax their control and enjoy the simple act of Being, without fear.

What makes an Eight grow is humility. Being able to see their effect on others, feeling for others, and wanting to change what they are doing. Being courageous enough to admit their weaknesses. Asking others for feedback. Respecting others and their different needs or opinions. Thinking before speaking. Questioning themselves and their own judgment. The mature Eight becomes a calm presence, able to be aware of other’s needs as well as their own.
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Nine: The Merger

The Nine is the central point of the three Body types, or the “Self-forgetting” and Anger triad. Eight and One are also part of this triad.

In the childhood of the Nine, the young Nine is often lost in the shuffle of the family, ignored somewhat, neglected a little. No one asks them what they think or feel, so they don’t learn how to reference this in themselves. They don’t learn how to ask themselves what they feel or want, so they don’t know. This is how the Nine is Self Forgetting. The feeling of anger arises when they realize that they have been short changed by not saying what they want in the world.

Often as children, what they do express is ignored, so they learn not to rock the boat, to not say what they want. They learn to keep things in harmony for the family. They learn to get what they want in indirect ways, passive aggressively. The only way they have of asserting themselves is to not do something the family wants of them. Their attention becomes focused outside of themselves, on their environment, on the whole, rather than on themselves as individuals. They tend to merge with their environment because they don’t know their own inner world.

As a result of this, Nine’s have a diverse focus, on everything at once. It is hard for them to find a reason to pick one thing, because they are not in touch with their own internal choices. A Nine’s attention becomes easily distracted. It is hard for them to make a plan and stick to it. They need structure, lists, and deadlines to guide them. They tend to forget things easily because they are not naturally focused. It is hard for them to initiate things, hard to form an opinion. It is difficult to make decisions and easy to procrastinate, since all choices look equal to them. They can make good mediators because they see all sides to an argument. They avoid conflict at all costs, it feels dangerous to them, out of harmony. They may express anger passive aggressively because of this fear of conflict.  

Nines are generally easy going, friendly, and well liked since they see everyone’s point of view. They may go along with a group decision only to discover later that they did not want to after all. It can take them awhile to form an opinion. When they DO find out what they want, they can be very stubborn about it, since it was hard to come by. Since they feel they often don’t get what they want, they feel entitled to their stubbornness. It is hard for them to deal with change because it can take them awhile to catch up with it. It is difficult for them to know how they feel about something. They are easily swayed one way or the other. They can have the attitude, “if I ignore a problem, maybe it will go away”, because this is easier than choosing a direction.

The mental Fixation for the Nine is called, Indolence, this refers to their difficulty with taking action. This evolves into the Essence quality of Love, where the Nine learns to Love from really choosing another person, instead of just “going along” with someone else’s choice. The emotional Fixation is called Sloth, which comes from the Nine’s habit of not acting. This evolves into the Essence quality of Right Action, when the Nine learns to act from their own sense of presence and awareness, by going within to see who they really are.

What helps a Nine grow? To focus on their own feelings, needs, wants, and opinions. Ask the question daily, “What do I feel/want?”. Experiment with asking for what they want from others. Learn methods to help them set priorities and stay organized. Understand that avoidance creates more problems as things pile up, and people get disappointed. Learn conflict resolution skills to help them handle disagreements more successfully. Ultimately, the mature Nine learns to be self aware and centered in themselves.
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