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​INTRODUCTION​
​The​ ​so-called​ ​“contact​ ​styles”​ ​(also​ ​known​ ​as​ ​“contact​ ​interruptions”,​ ​although​ ​I​ ​find​ ​this​
​misleading​ ​in​ ​terms​ ​of​​their​​scope​​and​​potential)​​are​​drawn​​from​​principles​​in​​Gestalt​​Therapy.​
​They​ ​describe​ ​the​ ​various​ ​ways​ ​in​ ​which​ ​we​ ​initiate,​​maintain​​or​​break​​contact​​with​​ourselves​
​and​ ​our​ ​surroundings;​ ​as​ ​such,​ ​they​ ​provide​ ​a​ ​model​ ​which​ ​can​ ​help​ ​us​ ​understand​ ​the​
​relational dynamics in which we participate.​

​CONTEXT​
​In​​basic​​terms,​​the​​contact​​styles​​exist​​to​​support​​and​​protect​​us,​​and​​we​​all​​make​​use​​of​​them​
​all​ ​to​ ​varying​ ​degrees.​ ​Thus​ ​they​ ​are​ ​not​ ​inherently​ ​good​ ​nor​ ​bad​ ​per​ ​se​​.​ ​A​ ​key​ ​difference​
​between​ ​"adaptive/​ ​healthy"​ ​or​ ​"maladaptive/​ ​neurotic/​ ​unhealthy"​ ​use​ ​of​ ​them​ ​is​ ​awareness​​.​
​Different​ ​contact​ ​styles​ ​may​ ​operate​ ​simultaneously,​ ​and/​ ​or​ ​interchange​ ​with​ ​each​ ​other.​ ​By​
​gaining​ ​clarity​ ​about​ ​what​ ​is​ ​happening​ ​in​​the​​moment,​​we​​are​​able​​to​​choose​​which​​ones​​we​
​use,​ ​when,​​and​​how.​​That​​means​​that​​they​​may​​be​​deployed​​creatively,​​in​​a​​way​​that​​supports​
​us in our development and growth.​

​EGOTISM​
​To​​wall​​oneself​​off;​​to​​shut​​the​​world​​out.​​Can​​arise​​as​​a​​result​​of​​having​​experienced​​the​​world​
​as​ ​an​ ​unsafe​ ​place​ ​to​ ​be,​ ​by​ ​not​​being​​met,​​seen,​​or​​even​​having​​been​​punished​​for​​showing​
​oneself​ ​in​ ​one's​ ​joy,​ ​anger,​ ​sadness,​ ​sexuality​ ​etc.​ ​These​ ​experiences​ ​may​ ​cause​ ​us​​to​​build​
​protective​ ​walls​ ​around​ ​ourselves,​ ​which​ ​ultimately​ ​isolate​ ​and​ ​prevent​ ​us​ ​from​ ​maintaining​
​meaningful​ ​and​ ​authentic​ ​contact​ ​with​ ​our​ ​surroundings.​ ​Egotism​ ​can​ ​lead​ ​to​ ​feelings​ ​of​
​loneliness,​ ​inner​ ​chaos,​​excessive​​self-reflection,​​analysis​​and​​suffering,​​which​​often​​has​​to​​be​
​dealt​ ​with​ ​using​ ​other​ ​styles​ ​of​ ​contact.​ ​Egotism​ ​can​ ​be​ ​both​ ​"soft"​ ​("No​ ​thanks,​ ​I'm​ ​fine,​ ​I'll​
​manage")​ ​or​ ​"hard"​ ​("If​ ​it's​ ​going​ ​to​ ​be​ ​that​ ​way,​ ​then​ ​you​ ​can​​leave!").​​Can​​be​​expressed​​as​
​hyperindependence and excessive self-sufficiency.​

​Examples​​of​​creative​​use​​:​​Choosing​​to​​stay​​home​​to​​preserve​​one's​​resources.​​To​​choose​​not​​to​
​enter​​into​​a​​conversation,​​because​​it​​is​​perceived​​as​​draining,​​unproductive​​or​​transgressive​​of​
​our​​boundaries.​​To​​protect​​that​​which​​is​​private​​or​​intimate,​​which​​we​​do​​not​​wish​​to​​share​​with​
​another.​

​DESENSITIZATION​
​To​ ​be​ ​"dead",​ ​or​​numb.​​To​​shut​​down​​one's​​feelings,​​to​​avoid​​noticing​​what​​is​​happening.​​Can​
​result​​from​​overwhelm,​​especially​​if​​we​​are​​alone​​with​​big​​emotions​​(see​​Egotism,​​above).​​May​
​be​ ​deployed​ ​as​ ​a​ ​protective,​ ​adaptive​ ​(and​ ​automatic)​ ​response​ ​to​ ​shock​ ​and​ ​high​ ​arousal​
​states​ ​(flight,​ ​flight,​ ​freeze,​ ​fawn).​ ​The​ ​body​ ​shuts​ ​down,​ ​and​ ​we​ ​experience​ ​numbness​ ​and​
​distance.​ ​Over​ ​time,​ ​persistent​ ​desensitization​ ​can​ ​lead​ ​to​ ​over-abstraction​ ​(a​ ​kind​ ​of​
​contactless​ ​tendency​ ​to​ ​look​​at,​​describe​​or​​talk​​about​​events​​without​​emotional​​engagement),​
​which​​keeps​​us​​outside​​of​​ourselves,​​thus​​preventing​​authentic​​healing​​contact​​with​​our​​feelings.​
​We​​lose​​the​​ability​​to​​“feel”​​ourselves,​​and​​questions​​about​​our​​feelings​​from​​others​​can​​confuse​
​us.​



​Examples​​of​​creative​​use​​:​ ​To​​"stow​​our​​feelings​​away"​​until​​later,​​when​​there​​is​​time​​and​​space​
​for​ ​them​ ​to​ ​be​ ​felt​ ​or​ ​expressed.​ ​This​ ​can​ ​be​ ​very​ ​valuable​ ​in​ ​emergency​ ​situations,​ ​where​
​practical matters are pressing.​

​DEFLECTION​
​A​​defense​​mechanism​​which​​protects​​that​​which​​is​​vulnerable,​​private,​​intimate,​​or​​which​​seems​
​irrelevant​ ​or​ ​uninteresting​ ​to​ ​us.​ ​This​ ​is​ ​expressed​ ​by,​ ​for​ ​example,​ ​changing​ ​the​ ​topic​ ​or​
​diverting​ ​our​ ​attention;​ ​dismissing,​ ​using​ ​humor,​ ​or​ ​insisting​​on​​keeping​​the​​conversation​​on​​a​
​superficial​ ​level,​ ​if​ ​the​ ​other​ ​person​ ​asks​ ​about​ ​something​​deeper.​​Notice​​what​​happens​​if​​we​
​receive​​a​​compliment​​or​​criticism​​–​​do​​we​​deflect​​in​​any​​way?​​Is​​there​​even​​a​​projection​​on​​our​
​part (see below)?​

​Examples​​of​​creative​​use​​:​ ​To​​defuse​ ​a​​tense,​​uncomfortable,​​or​​embarrassing​​situation,​​often​
​in social settings. To consciously shift focus from oneself to the other.​

​PROJECTION​
​To​ ​turn​ ​outward,​ ​that​ ​which​ ​we​ ​cannot​ ​contain​ ​within​ ​ourselves.​ ​Fingers​​are​​pointed​​outward,​
​towards​​the​​other​​person.​​E.g.​​“You​​are​​quite​​hot-tempered/​​lazy/​​naive/​​etc".​​Projections​​can​​be​
​both​ ​positive​ ​and​ ​negative.​ ​Our​ ​attitudes​​towards​​different​​people​​or​​topics​​–​​which​​colour​​the​
​parts we do not want to acknowledge – are often called our "shadow sides".​

​Examples​ ​of​ ​creative​ ​use​​:​ ​We​ ​can​ ​turn​ ​the​ ​statements​ ​on​ ​their​ ​head,​ ​thereby​ ​bringing​​them​
​home.​ ​For​ ​example:​ ​"He​ ​takes​ ​up​ ​a​ ​lot​ ​of​ ​space",​ ​turns​ ​into​ ​"Do​ ​I​ ​allow​ ​myself​ ​to​ ​take​ ​my​
​place?"​​The​​positive​​projections​​can​​also​​be​​owned.​​Where​​do​​I​​find​​said​​inspiring​​quality​​in​​the​
​other, in myself ("You spot it, you got it")?​

​INTROJECTION​
​The​​“truths”​​we​​take​​for​​granted​​and​​haven’t​​questioned,​​because​​they​​fly​​under​​the​​radar.​​The​
​values,​ ​norms​ ​and​ ​attitudes​ ​that​ ​we​ ​swallow​ ​raw,​ ​often​ ​carrying​​them​​with​​us​​from​​childhood,​
​from​​our​​parents​​or​​other​​caregivers.​​Introjects​​may​​be​​recognized​​by​​statements​​such​​as​​"​​One​
​doesn’t​​do​​x,​​y​​or​​z",​​or​​"that's​​just​​the​​way​​it​​is".​​Who​​is​​this​​"One"​​person,​​and​​should​​he​​or​​she​
​still​ ​decide​ ​how​ ​things​ ​should​​be?​​Introjects​​can​​be​​noticed​​by​​growth​​and​​development​​being​
​held back due to well-ingrained patterns, which often lie outside of our awareness.​

​Examples​​of​​creative​​use​​:​​Introjects​​can​​be​​put​​to​​the​​test.​​Do​​they​​help​​me​​in​​my​​life?​​Are​​they​
​outdated?​ ​If​ ​they​ ​don't​ ​serve​ ​me,​ ​I​ ​can​​choose​​to​​"spit"​​them​​out.​​Alternatively,​​if​​they​​are​​still​
​relevant today, I can actively re-choose them.​

​CONFLUENCE​
​To​ ​merge.​ ​To​ ​leave​ ​one's​ ​own​ ​half​ ​of​ ​the​ ​pitch,​ ​and​ ​cross​ ​one's​ ​own​ ​(and​ ​the​ ​other's)​
​boundaries.​​"Where​​did​​I​​end​​up​​in​​this?"​​Confluence​​can​​often​​be​​seen​​in​​connection​​with​​other​
​contact​ ​interruptions​ ​(for​​example​​egotism),​​where​​I​​try​​to​​figure​​out​​the​​other's​​needs,​​desires​
​or​​attitudes​​and​​then​​make​​them​​my​​own.​​In​​this​​way,​​I​​avoid​​showing​​my​​true​​self,​​or​​standing​
​for​ ​something.​ ​Confluence​ ​is​ ​expressed,​ ​among​ ​other​ ​things,​ ​as​ ​conflict​ ​avoidance,​
​manipulation and ambiguity. Nice Guy stuff.​



​Examples​​of​​creative​​use​​:​ ​Intimacy​​(to​​"flow​​together"​​during​​sex).​​To​​create​​security​​and​​group​
​cohesion. Music, dance. To find common ground between us.​

​RETROFLECTION​
​The​​inner​​critic​​("the​​judge"),​​which​​we​​use​​to​​blame​​ourselves.​​"I​​should​​have...";​​"I'm​​such​​an​
​idiot";​​"Why​​can't​​I​​ever​​figure​​out...?"​​Retroflection​​can​​show​​up​​together​​with​​overresponsibility​
​and​ ​perfectionism.​ ​The​ ​energy​ ​is​ ​often​ ​used​ ​unconstructively​ ​to​ ​confirm​ ​our​ ​narratives​ ​about​
​ourselves,​​our​​self-worth​​or​​self-image.​​The​​tendency​​toward​​retroflection​​can​​also​​coexist​​with​
​a lack of capacity to contain our anger, which is then turned inward instead of outward.​

​Examples​​of​​creative​​use​​:​ ​Learning​​from​​our​​mistakes​​through​​self-loving​​reflection.​​"I​​can​​see​
​that​ ​the​ ​way​ ​I​ ​said​ ​that​ ​was​ ​unfortunate.​ ​I'll​ ​try​ ​to​ ​say​ ​it​​in​​a​​different​​way​​next​​time".​​Healthy​
​retroflection​ ​with​ ​awareness​ ​supports​ ​our​ ​development​ ​by​​daring​​to​​try​​something​​new,​​as​​we​
​learn to show ourselves care when we make mistakes.​


