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Many people misundertand the exper-

ence of wanting or longiNg  and consider this
“"needy,” often equating need with something bad or weak. The truth
is that, in response to what you feel, you want or need something all
the time. In fact, needing is a sign of natural, healthy functioning.
Having a need places you off balance. Satisfying a need returns youto
equilibrium. Such is the inner pulse of your living organism, always
striving for balance.

Need is the life force of your organism, a vibrant and healthy drive of
hunger andlonging. Your organism is continually shifting and bringing
them to the forefront of your awareness. For example, | wake up, my
legs want to stretch and | want to be still for a few minutes before [ rise.
| want to move, reach for my partner with a warm good morning and
then retreat to the privacy of my bathroom to complete what is my
ritual of beginning my day. Need is presented. Then | satisfy that need
and a new need presents itself to be satisfied and so on and so on.

You have many kinds of basic needs: physical, spiritual, emotional and
intellectual, social, functional and economic. Physically, you need air,
water, nourishment, shelter, clothing, breath, movement, sex and
sleep. Intellectually, you need information, education, skills and
fuffilling work. Emotionally, you need bonding touch, love,
self-esteem, security, connectedness and hope. Spiritually, you may
need community, self-actualization, a moral path, connection with
nature and the Source and a deep reverence for all others. And these
needs range in their intensity from a mild inclination to a clear prefer-
ence and all the way up to a burning passion. Your needs give you
information about how to maintain balance in your life. Looking at it
another way, they are intelligent guides to harmony and your
compass to fulfillment and health.

Moving out into the world, expressing your needs, and asking for what
you want can be a scary business. It takes strength and assertiveness
to ask your boss for a raise; it takes tact and directness to ask your
siblings for help with an aging parent. Putting yourself out there and
asking for what you want can be fraught with risk. You might hear a no.
You might get into an argument. You might be disappointed. On the
other hand, your siblings may not have been paying enough attention
to the situation and may be glad you asked for help. Your boss may
have been distracted and may not have realized it was time to honor
you with a raise. Neither might have happened without your move-
ment or expression. The capacity to represent yourself well in the
world, and move out on your own behalf, ensures that your needs are
communicated, known and respected.

How do you recognize a need? Search within your body for clues. A
physical need of thirst is recognized by a parched mouth; hunger is
recognized by pangs in the stomach. How do you recognize
loneliness in your body? For me it's a sensation of emptiness in the
area of my chest accompanied by a longing for comfort and connec-
tion. Clenched teeth could identify a need for respect, as a reaction to
not having it; trembling hands could suggest a need for reassurance. A
need for understanding might show itself as a withdrawn numbness;
tight shoulders or a pounding heart could signal the need for safety.

Needs always are housed in your body, and your body has its own
language and way of communicating those needs. You must become
fluent in the language of your organism’s hungers. What I'm mostly
addressing here are the needs that live at the core of each of your
levels of functioning: physical, intellectual, emotional and spiritual.



They are the ones that clearly express your deepest, authentic needs.
They're not band-aids or balms or substitutes. A true need is not ice
cream, fame or fortune (although I'll argue when it comes to fine dark
chocolate). True needs go right to the heart of the matter.

These true needs are so important that, in their absence, the quality of
your life can be severely limited or impaired. As a dramatic example of
this, it is common for infants who are totally deprived of touch to
develop mirasmus, a condition that results in failure to thrive, and
possibly death. Mirasmus, also known as infantile atrophy, is a Greek
word meaning “wasting away.” In the 19th century, more than half
the infants diagnosed with mirasmus, died before they were a year
old. It was later discovered that babies who were not touched on a
regular basis literally would starve themselves to death.

Sometimes, when you want something, you simply need to gracefully
ask for it. At a recent Thanksgiving dinner, which is traditionally at our
house, my cousin made the announcement that she needed help
cleaning the dishes and a load of pots and pans stacked in the sink.
Leftovers needed to be put away, and general cleanup was neces-
sary. She was even more specific; she asked the men to help. They
had not volunteered, but all got up willingly and participated. She
didn't whine, complain, accuse or transfer any negative attitude. She
simply and politely asked for what she needed. It makes it easier on
the person you are addressing when you are clean and clear in your
communication.
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Of course you don't want to leave yourself out on a limb. When you
take the risk to make a request, you want to be there to comfort and
support yourself if you hear a “no.” For example, if you work up the
courageto ask out on a date someone you think is special, and she says
no, the last thing you want to say to yourself is, “She was too good for
you, anyway. You should never have asked her out.” You do want to
hear something like, “Good for you, you went for it. She doesn't know
what she's missing.” Even if the other person does not come through
for you, you must be there with compassion and support for yourself.

A common mistake people often make is asking for what they don't
want instead of asking for what they do want. They tend to create a
battleground instead of a negotiating table. They fight to get their
needs met. “Don’t leave your room like a pigsty” instead of “Please
take the time now to clean up your room. It will help you and me feel
better.” | overheard a coach say to one of his male players, “Don't kick
the ball like a girl” instead of "Make sure you leave enough space
between yourself and the ball so that you can make a full kick.” Or
“Stop criticizing me" instead of “If you're giving me difficult feedback,
please do it with kindness and respect.” One is an underlying or
outright attack. The other is a positive request.

When people rant about what they don't want instead of openly
expressing what they do want, they often assume the other does not
want to give them what they want. This is frequently not the case. A
spouse often does want to give his mate what she wants but is
responding defensively to an attack. Try assuming that your mate
really does want to meet your needs and approach her from that
perspective. Often it takes a considerable pause to figure out how to
say what you do want in a way that supports the other person as well
as yourself. It's well worth the effort.

Another way to productively ask for what you want is by making “I”
statements instead of “You" statements. In other words, talk about
yourself and your needs, rather than making statements about the
other person’s behavior or character. Don't bypass being vulnerable
by saying, “You don't do this” or "You never do that.” Rather, make |
statements such as “| need this” or “I need that.” Instead of saying,
"You never tell me I'm pretty” say “I would really love it if you would
tell me you think I'm beautiful.” In this way, instead of placing the
responsibility and blame outside yourself, you own your own needs
and wants and take responsibility for reaching out and getting them
met. Needless to say, this makes it way easier for your mate to be
generous with you. The lesson here is to turn your criticism into a
request.

Make it as easy as possible for the other. Take positive initiative. If you
want your father, for the first time in his life, to tell you he loves you,
you want to make it as easy as possible for him to do so. You don't
want to criticize him for past inaction or complain that he always lets
you down. You want to let him know how much his love means to
you, and how he could positively change your life by speaking those
words of love now.

Clients often resist the idea of revealing their needs and asking for
whatthey want. “If | have to ask for it, it doesn't count. What good is it?”
they ask. They want to hold onto the childhood notion that others
should instinctively know their needs, read their minds and give them
what they want. This is a romanticized and idealized view of human
interaction. We are each responsible for managing our own needs,
andthat includes revealing them in skillful and easily heard ways.

It's critically important to have a relationship with yourself that
includes a healthy respect for your needs and the ability and commit-
mentto provide for them. When you possess this healthy respect, you
are more likely to creatively provide for yourself and communicate
your needs to someone else in a manner that is not apologetic or
implies you are wrong for wanting. You also are less likely to substitute
or confuse possessions or substances as objects of your desire, when
your true longing may be for a richer emotional and spiritual life.

It's important for you to understand that your needs are good, right
and healthy drives that can help promote balance and harmony in
your life. Our job is simply to learn how to correctly identify these
needs, embrace them, and find responsible and loving ways to fulfill
them. Give me a person with needs any day and I'll show you a
person who'is alive and well in the world.
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