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Dr. Buczynski: According to Dr. Sue Johnson, when we look through the lens of attachment there are two 
main components to vitality. 

In the next ten minutes, she’ll reveal what both of these are. 

Sue is a psychologist, researcher, and developer of Emotionally Focused Therapy for Couples. 

She will also tell you why feeling safe can create space for clients to grow more alive and free.

But before we get into that, let’s start with the basics – what exactly is aliveness?

Dr. Johnson: I was just thinking about that this morning – how different models of therapy actually see 
aliveness quite differently.

So, I asked myself, how does my model of therapy, EFT, see 
aliveness? From my point of view, attachment comes in here 
because I use attachment as a frame for understanding people 
developmentally and understanding their relationships. 

EFT focuses on emotional experience and how you process 
it – focusing on how you engage with other people.

But the whole thing is under an umbrella of understanding 
people in the light of attachment – the fact that we’re bonding 

animals. That’s basically who we are from my point of view. 

Aliveness is really about being in touch with your own emotions 
– being able to process and engage with your own emotions – 
not needing to block them, deny them, or dismiss them and not 
being caught in them so they take over and overwhelm you. 

It’s like having emotional balance where you can engage with 
your emotions without being overwhelmed by them – that’s 
aliveness. 

Then, you can listen to your emotions because your emotions 
tell you what you need. Your emotions tell you how to move in 
the world. They’re amazingly important in terms of information and motivation. 

Aliveness is being attuned to you – being able to tune into your own experience and process that experience 
– order that experience in a way that allows you to respond in various ways. 

Let’s stay with that and play with that for a minute. Aliveness is not when I’m caught in an argument with 
my partner and I’m reacting all over the place. Somehow that feels tight – it doesn’t feel like I have many 
options. I’m not very flexible. 

Why Safety Is the Key to Alive Relationships

“Because I use 
attachment as a frame 
for understanding 
people developmentally 
and understanding their 
relationships.”

“Aliveness is able to 
process and engage 
with your own 
emotions – not needing 
to block them, deny 
them, or dismiss them.”
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I feel more alive when I’m realizing what’s going on and I can turn and 
say, “Oh, I’m getting upset with you and I’m getting angry. Why is it 
that when you tell me that you’re going to go off and do this activity, I 
end up suddenly feeling rejected, like being with me doesn’t matter. I 
get hurt. I don’t know what to do with that – I’m not sure about it, and it 
feels risky to tell you about it.” 

Then, I’m, just saying that, I’m engaged in my own experience – I’m 
processing it – that’s aliveness for me: being tuned into myself.

Because we’re social, bonding animals, aliveness also has to be tuned in to other people – being able to 
resonate and to engage with other people  – those two things go together. 

Of course, the easiest way to talk about it, from my point of view, is 
that it has a huge amount to do with secure attachment. 

We know that securely attached children are better are regulating their 
emotions; they’re better at dealing with their emotions; they’re better 
at engaging with their own experience; they’re better at formulating 
their experience; they feel better about themselves; they feel competent to deal with their own inner world 
because they’ve had help with that. 

They’ve had loving attachment figures come in and help them 
and say, “Oh, you’re feeling sad right now, and that’s OK.” The 
implication is : this is something you can deal with – you can 
feel it and you can deal with it. 

Secure attachment is about helping you deal with your emotions.

Secure attachment gives you a sense of freedom and security 
with other people so that you are free to dance with them in 
many different ways. 

I’m thinking about – I dance tango – and what’s interesting to 
me is I definitely dance better tango when I feel safe with a partner, which I think is one reason why people 
like to dance with the same people all the time. 

You can dance with new people, too, and 
that’s interesting, but in most tango cultures 
and in most tango groups, people tend to 
dance with the same 15/20 people most of 
the time. Why is that? The reason is easy –  
it’s because you feel safer. 

When you feel safer, you’ve got more energy 
and space to engage with the music – to engage with the person in front of you – to play in the music. 

“Your emotions 
tell you how 
to move in the 
world.”

“Aliveness is being 
attuned to you.”

“Because we’re social, 
bonding animals, 
aliveness also has to be 
tuned in to other people 

– being able to resonate 
and to engage.”

“Secure attachment gives you a sense 
of freedom and security with other 
people so that you are free to dance 
with them in many different ways.”



Next Level Practitioner Week 13, Day 1, Sue Johnson

The National Institute for the Clinical Application of Behavioral Medicine
www.nicabm.com

○

○

○

Attachment says that when you feel safe inside your own skin, with your own emotions and with another 
person, that’s when you can really engage and explore the environment. 

Here, I’m thinking of my favorite tango partner. She’s my favorite partner because, I can say, “I feel totally 
safe with you.” 

When we dance together, there are no mistakes. There’s not a word; we don’t make mistakes because if I 
misread her or she misreads me, we don’t judge it – we just think, “Oh, she didn’t move to the right. OK. 
Now what? We’ll play with what is happening.” 

It’s amazing and intoxicating and blows my mind each time – how fascinating it is. Except when I’m 
away, I’ve danced with her for about 40 minutes every week for about the last 18 months.

It blows my mind each time because there is this feeling of aliveness. I think it’s because we’re fully 
engaged in the music, in our own bodies, and in the messages between us. 

And what makes the difference is the safety between us. If I’m dancing with a partner who’s going to 
turn and say to me, “I asked you to move to the left. I think you’re not on the beat. Do you find this dance 
difficult?” 

That’s it! The dance becomes rote. It becomes a performance. It becomes me trying to predict what the 
person wants me to do. It becomes filled with anxiety and judgments  – it takes me away from my own 
experience – it takes me out of my own body.

Dr. Buczynski: You’re kind of double-thinking it.

Dr. Johnson: That’s right –you can’t just immerse yourself in the experience and trust yourself to deal 
with that experience – just letting it happen and creating it at the same time, which is a joyful thing. 

It’s what physicists call resonance, where you get between two people, this amazing ability to tune in and 
coordinate. You both start to play and you start to create something between the two of you that didn’t 
exist before and that is in some way new and not predictable. 

We all have interactions with friends or partners 
where somehow the interaction just takes off, and we 
know on some level that we’re alive and discovering 
and exploring – and it’s delightful. 

What attachment says that’s quite revolutionary is 
that it’s about safety. It’s having emotional balance 
inside and having safe connections with other people 
that gives you that aliveness. 

Our culture goes a different way, and basically implies 
that, to be alive, you’ve got to be somehow on top of 

everything and performing and looking for new novelty all the time – looking for novel experiences to 
turn you on all the time. 

Sexuality is a good example of that. Attachment theorists are now doing research on sex and attachment.

Somebody said to me the other day, “What’s really alive sex? What’s the best sex? What’s optimal sex?” 

“We all have interactions with 
friends or partners where 
somehow the interaction just 
takes off, and we know on 
some level that we’re alive and 
discovering and exploring – and 
it’s delightful.”



Next Level Practitioner Week 13, Day 1, Sue Johnson

The National Institute for the Clinical Application of Behavioral Medicine
www.nicabm.com

○

○

○

I said, “Optimal sex – passion – is basically attachment 
longing, and that attachment longing is in an attuned 
relationship.”  

The safer you feel, the more you can let go, the more you 
can explore, the more you can play – and that’s passion. 
That’s an alive sexual relationship. 

It’s built on safety and emotional connection, not on 
performance and disconnection from your emotions and 
finding novelty all the time, which seems to be where our field is going in terms of sexuality.

So, the question of aliveness is very interesting. I don’t 
see how you can feel alive when you’re not tuned into 
your own emotions – in bed or anywhere else. 

Dr. Buczynski: Today, Sue brought up how safety is key 
in alive, passionate relationships. 

Tomorrow we’ll go deeper into how relationships and 
social connections fuel vitality. 

You’ll learn two critical factors in a fully alive, engaged life. 

But right now, please let us know how you’re going to use today’s ideas. Just leave a comment below. 

“I don’t see how you can feel 
alive when you’re not tuned 
into your own emotions – in 
bed or anywhere else.”

“The safer you feel, the 
more you can let go, the 
more you can explore, the 
more you can play – and 
that’s passion. That’s an 
alive sexual relationship.”


