
Despite her seemingly perfect  
life, YOU’s Hollywood reporter 
Elaine Lipworth couldn’t help  

feeling that something was missing – 
until an inspirational course  

transformed her way of thinking  
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TW E N T Y  Y E A R S  AG O  I was 
working in Los Angeles as a TV, film 
and lifestyle correspondent. The job 
was glamorous and exciting. One day I 

was having tea with Pierce Brosnan at his Malibu 
home, the next I was flying to New York for lunch 
with Gwyneth Paltrow. The pay was great; I owned 
a flat in London and I was renting a beachside 
apartment in Santa Monica. At 35, I was single 
and, ostensibly, leading the perfect life.

But I wasn’t happy. I perpetually compared 
myself (unfavourably) to other reporters. There 
was an underlying insecurity: nagging doubts  
that I’d somehow cheated my way from Manchester 
to sunny California. I loved my TV work but 
harboured a dream of writing full-time for the 
magazines I enjoyed reading, even penning a 
novel. And clichéd though it sounds, I wanted to 
make a difference, do something positive. All this 
was compounded by my ‘failure’ to find ‘Mr Right’. 

When I confided my frustrations, several 
friends I’d met in LA suggested that I might 
consider applying to the University of Santa 
Monica (USM) for a master’s in spiritual 
psychology. The college teaches life skills from a 
spiritual perspective that they claim equip people 
to deal with every possible challenge, such as 
relationships, finances, health and bereavement. 
My pals told me it was different from other 
personal growth courses, because it had instilled 
in them a lasting, positive approach to life.    

I started to attend classes one weekend a 
month and the excellent programme (they call it 
‘soul-centred education’) kept me riveted for two 
extraordinary years. The directors of USM are 
Drs Ron and Mary Hulnick, a married couple; 
authors of a popular book, Loyalty To Your Soul. 
Pioneers in the field of spiritual psychology, they 
developed the curriculum for the course, which 

Yo-yoing 
emotions gave 
way to a more 
peaceful state 

of mind

started more than 30 years ago. 
The programme is designed to 
assist students in achieving  
heartfelt goals, and to teach them 
to heal anything that is blocking 
them (for example, feelings of 
unworthiness). The Hulnicks believe 
that by using their techniques 
consistently, you can learn how to 
change the way you think, and the 
way you experience life. If you’re 
sad, you don’t need to slide down  
a slippery slope to despair. 

They teach ‘basic skills’ that include: ‘seeing 
the loving essence’ in everyone (rather than 
jumping to negative conclusions), ‘heart-centred 
listening’ (to what people are really saying beyond 
the words) and ‘prizing’ people (delivering 
authentic compliments). Silence is another skill:  
keeping your mouth shut during a conversation, 
without interrupting! Forgiveness is a central 
technique: the focus is on self-forgiveness – letting 

go of judgments both of other 
people and yourself.

When I started the programme, 
I was never completely comfortable 
in my own skin. In my opinion I 
wasn’t clever, attractive or thin 
enough. And I judged myself as 
being bad at relationships. At USM 
I learned that at the root of my 
problem was a deep-seated feeling of 
unworthiness. Whenever negative 
feelings welled up, I learned how to 
dissipate them by forgiving myself. 

I also found that I could look in the mirror without 
hating my reflection. My confidence improved.

As much as I had been criticising myself before 
the course, I would spend huge amounts of time 
judging others too: men who had ‘rejected’ me, 
editors who were ‘mean and demanding’, friends 
who were ‘selfish’. At USM, I discovered that 
being negative is pointless. I began having more 
acceptance and compassion. I learned that all those 
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1 Listen to your partner. One reason 
friendships often last longer than love 

affairs and marriages is that friends truly love 
being together and listening to each other. 
Let go of thinking that you need to solve or 
fix something for your spouse.  

2 Share gratitude and heartfelt appreciation 
of each other – often. There is nothing  

better than regularly sharing with loved ones 
how much they matter to you.  

3 Resist the urge to complain about your 
partner to friends or family. It won’t help. 

Instead, talk to him directly. 

4 Be kind every day: send flowers, say 
thank you. By paying attention to the little 

things, you are building a relationship fortune 
that will pay dividends for years to come.

5 Keep to agreements. If you say you will 
empty the rubbish, do it. If you promise to 

go out, don’t cancel. Many relationships 
come apart due to a breach of trust.   

USM’s recipe for a    
lasting relationship

criticisms I’d directed towards other people were 
simply projections of feelings I had about myself. So 
if I thought someone was selfish, I would find that  
I was also being selfish in some way. And while  
all this soul-searching may sound self-centred, the 
introspection paradoxically made me less selfish. 

By focusing on this inner work, I had more 
time to devote to career, friends, family 
and charity work. 

Much of the work at USM weekends  
is conducted in trios. One person is the 
‘client’ who explains what’s upsetting them 
(for example, if they’re going through a 
divorce). Opposite them sits the ‘facilitator’, 
who uses the techniques we’ve learned to 
counsel the person in front of them. What’s 
different from other workshops is the third 
person: the ‘neutral observer’, who stays 
silent and sends positive thoughts to the 
other two. Everyone has to sit in all three 
positions. I found that being the neutral 
observer taught me how to remain quiet and 
detached. I learned to listen and empathise, 
instead of sympathising or criticising. 

After a couple of months at USM, I 
discovered a new level of enthusiasm for my  
job. My interviewing techniques improved.  
I listened more intently and ‘prized’ the  
actors I was meeting. I was more relaxed. I also 
started to do more of the kind of work I was 
looking for, writing for UK newspapers and 
magazines. And I began to view the world in a 
more positive way.  Yo-yoing emotions gave way 
to a more peaceful state of mind.

There’s a strong emphasis on language at 
USM. The Hulnicks discourage students from 

being overdramatic (‘My husband’s a nightmare’ or 
‘I’m useless at cooking’). They claim energy follows 
thought – so if you tell yourself you are useless, 
you’re unlikely to improve. Another technique I 
found fascinating was self-counselling, essentially 
acting as your own therapist. You write down your 
problem then tune in to your ‘inner therapist’ for 
advice, writing whatever comes into your head. It 
takes a while to get used to, but eventually you find 
that there is a wise voice who has the answers. 

I remember doing a session about my friendship 
(which I hoped would turn into a relationship) with 
Stephen, a man I had met at USM, four months into 
the course. Unlike my previous boyfriends, he was 
not a journalist: he was a property manager from 
Pennsylvania who also worked at a local theatre. 
He’d get me free tickets to plays and we’d go out for 
coffee or to the cinema. The trouble was, whereas I 
really fancied Stephen, he was divorced and made 
it clear that he was intent on remaining single. 

He and his former wife had tragically lost their 

young daughter to cancer, which had brought him 
to USM. ‘I was in my early 40s and had finally got 
back on my feet after multiple life challenges. I 
was reconciled to not having children again. Even 
the possibility of enduring that type of loss again 
was something I did not want to ever think about…’ 

I was falling in love, while he was pulling away, 
and I was thinking I should stop seeing Stephen 
completely. But my ‘inner counsellor’ advised me 
to be patient and continue our friendship. In the 
event, Stephen changed his mind. ‘I realised in  
the USM trios that everyone has their troubles,’ 
he says, ‘and that you have the choice to move on 
with life or stay stuck in the past.’ 

We became closer, and by the second month of 
my second year, I was pregnant with our daughter 
Chace (who is now in her second year of college). 
Stephen and I are still together, and our younger 
daughter, Ava-Rose, is 15. 

Over the years, when we’ve been fighting about 
something, I use the skills I’ve learnt instinctively. 
I stop blaming Stephen, take a deep breath and 
start listening. I’ll focus on what I am grateful for 
(he is a fantastic father, a compassionate person 
and great at DIY). The energy shifts and in a 
matter of minutes I feel peaceful and even see the 
funny side of the argument. 

As for Stephen? ‘It’s 20 years on now and 
things turned out differently than I had imagined,’ 
he says. ‘Am I satisfied with my life? I would have 
to say yes. Of course it is always challenging, but  
I try to keep one thought in mind: “How can I be 

more accepting in this situation?” In other words, 
in an argument, you can be angry or you can be 
understanding. It has served me well.’

Another USM key is to accept your partner 
exactly the way they are, even with what you see 
as their faults (unless there is a serious problem 
such as abuse). ‘Your job is not to fix, change or 
control your partner – your job is to love them,’ 
says Ron. And, say the couple, working through 
problems is preferable to giving up: if you leave 
the marriage because the spark of romance has 
gone, or you are sick of your husband, the chances 
are you will attract a similar kind of person and 
problems in your next relationship.

Whatever their students are dealing with – be 
it low self-esteem, divorce, debt – the Hulnicks’ 
techniques can be effective. Most of us get upset 
because something ‘bad’ happens and we react 
emotionally. The Hulnicks say you don’t need to be 
‘upset because’, however difficult events in life may 
be, you can choose the way you respond to them.   

Given the focus of USM, most students have 
some kind of spiritual perspective. But there are 
no demands that they follow any religious or 
spiritual path. Some are practising Christians, 
Jews (like me) or Buddhists, others are agnostic. 

I found USM fun and engrossing. I also 
enjoyed the academic syllabus (despite my early 
misgivings), focusing on the work of esteemed 
figures such as Carl Rogers, Fritz Perls, Carl Jung 
and Albert Ellis. The Hulnicks often say that 
USM is ‘school the way you always wanted it to 
be’ and that’s true. It’s compelling. So when Chace 
set off for college in Ohio last year, I decided to 
return. My focus this time: finally writing that novel, 
and working on my relationship – after 20 years 
together I would like to recapture the magic. 

Inevitably there are still challenges. I recently 
spent three months on crutches with a serious 
knee injury. And while thrilled that Chace is thriving 
at college, I miss her. But with the support of USM, 
I focus on the blessings of life: my family, friends, 
relationship, work and appreciating spending time 
with Ava-Rose. I find that I swiftly move through 
the difficulties and into immense gratitude. 

Often on an ordinary day with deadlines looming, 
bills to pay, a testy teenager slamming doors and a 
frustrated husband complaining about wet towels 
on the floor, I wake up smiling. I feel exhilaration at 
the sight of the lilac wisteria outside the bedroom 
window and sing (badly) in the shower. At the risk 
of resorting to syrupy sentiment, I am happy to 
be alive. I’ve even become a really good friend –  
to me. Take it from a formerly sceptical Brit – that 
makes life more fulfilling and a lot more fun.  

 For information about their new online course, 
visit usmonline.org
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