
The Haven Institute (www.haven.ca). Authorship 1992 Wong and McKeen. Permission is granted by the The Haven Institute (the Owner) to 
reproduce, adapt and present this work for any private use provided always that any such reproduction, adaptation or presentation shall 
include this statement. All other rights reserved.

CommuniCation is Central to what we teach at The 
Haven. Our Communication Model is a tool that peo-
ple can use to be in relationship with one another and to 
learn about themselves and each other. The Haven’s focus 
on self-responsibility, curiosity, embodiment and relation-
ship is exemplified in this model.

Before The Haven itself existed, its founders, Bennet 
Wong and Jock McKeen, embarked on what they de-
scribed as a ‘relationship project’, in which they set out to 
know one another and themselves as best and as honestly 
as they possibly could. The communication model they 
developed out of ideas they encountered at that time be-
came the principal means through which they did this. 
Thirty years later they describe it as their ‘spiritual prac-
tice’ and continue to experience it as thoroughly practical 
and deeply meaningful.

On one level, The Haven Communication Model is 
simply a description of what goes on when people try to 
communicate. The idea we emphasize in our courses is 
that by understanding this process, we can move through 
it more consciously, more self-responsibly, and with more 
awareness of our choices. In so doing we can immeasur-
ably deepen and enrich our relationships.

One of the circles in the diagram above contains the 
word perceptions. Every moment, we take in through our 
senses – sight, sound, smell, touch, taste – thousands of 
items of ‘data’. In themselves, these have no meaning at 
all. It is through interpretation that we make sense of all 
this information. Based on our interpretations we expe-
rience body feelings, which are broadly either ‘positive’ or 
‘negative’.

For example, if I see that my partner’s eyes are red and 
sore-looking, I will interpret that perception (based in 
part on my context, as shown in the diagram). Perhaps I 
will decide that my partner has been crying because he 
or she is upset about something I said or did, maybe a 
fight we had the day before. Believing that, I might feel 
‘bad’ in some way, maybe about how I have behaved, or 

maybe with my partner for not ‘getting over it’! The way 
our whole evening together develops may have its roots in 
my interpretation of what I perceived.

But what if, rather than being sad, my partner has been 
having contact lens problems? Or, more subtly, perhaps 
he or she really is sad, but about something unrelated to 
me. My interpretation – a reasonable one based on my 
context and the information I had at the time – may not 
agree with my partner’s reality at all. If I don’t ask and 
check my interpretation, however, I may never know. 
(And of course, all this time my partner will be making 
interpretations of things he or she perceives about me!)

Now, one evening turning out a particular way because 
of an unchecked interpretation is one thing; but it is quite 
easy to have most of our life work this way! Something 
that many people realize when they come to The Haven 
and practice this model is how profoundly and subtly 
our unchecked interpretations of the things we perceive 
about another person dictate the course of our relation-
ship. Relationships based on such assumptions quickly 
run into difficulty. The key is to check our interpretations 
with the other person. If we do not, we will miss out on 
getting to know and understand the important people in 
our lives, and on learning about ourselves and how we see 
the world.

By learning to check out our interpretations – without 
getting caught up in arguments about who’s ‘right’ and 
who’s ‘wrong’ – we take a huge step in understanding and 
expressing ourselves and expanding our worlds to include 
others’ realities. We will also be better able to accept and 
express our thoughts and feelings – and understand those 
of others – without letting these dictate how we live. We 
will be able to formulate our intentions more clearly and 
take actions that are congruent, self-responsible and sen-
sitive to others.

The Haven Communication Model has huge implica-
tions for personal growth, relationships, and the societies 
we live in.
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In using this model think in terms of 
agreeing or disagreeing with one another, 
rather than being right or wrong. Be 
curious about each other’s realities. Also 
be clear with one another about your 
intentions as you communicate.

feeling

Positive: open, warm, 
attracted; move toward

Negative: closed, cold, 
repulsed; move away

perception
Five senses

“I see, hear, smell,
touch, taste ...”

action

What I actually do

interpretation
Meaning attribution

“I believe, think, 
assume, interpret, 

imagine, judge, 
speculate ...”

Not “I feel that ...”

intention

What I intend to do,
want to do, will do, won't do

CONTEXT

CONTEXTCONTEXT

CONTEXT CONTEXT

ask, listen,
 share

check with the 
other person

ask
listen
share

ask
listen 
share
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