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Introduction


Starting with Us


Remove the desks and chairs, the computers and cupboards, the factory floor or operating theatre and you have people. Just people. And everything we, as people, bring to our workplaces. Our hopes, our fears, our histories and personalities. Our thoughts and feelings, attitudes and beliefs, our understandable and unfathomable behaviours. We bring all that we are.


Work does far more than occupy our time and provide our livelihood. It provides an outlet for our intelligence and skills. It’s part of our identity, a source of belonging and exclusion, of pleasure and pain. The dynamics of different relationships in the workplace, giving rise to issues of power, status, equality, camaraderie and competition, touch every one of us and every part of us. Much as we may want to, we cannot leave aspects of ourselves outside the building or virtual space when we go to work.


In that shared space, we create working norms and a common culture. They are influenced by wider society and the nature of the work – a hospital’s ethos, for instance, differs from a car plant. The culture of each workplace is also affected by the personalities and psychological makeup of its leaders and staff. And, since organisations bring groups of people together, they are encrypted with the intricacies of what it means to be human.


Yet, we’ve spent years dehumanising the workplace in an attempt to exponentially increase productivity and profit. We’ve tried to rationalise and control our ways of working as if we were robots. In the process, we’ve created burnout cultures in which human beings fare badly. Our lives, and our mental health and well-being have suffered. So, ironically, has our work.


I help leaders and teams to be at their best by attending to the hidden, often unknown, motives behind their behaviour and the dynamics between them. I see the effect of stress and burnout on a daily basis. A team too demoralised, too stressed and anxious to even notice each other or say hello when they arrive in the office. A coaching client crying throughout the session, saying over and over, ‘I’ve had enough. No more. I can’t do it.’ A team holding on by their fingernails under the relentless stress of treating highly disturbed and disturbing patients in an understaffed, under-resourced, mental health service.


The barrage of stress comes from all around: from the state of our politics and society; from clients, shareholders and stakeholders; from targets, the requirement for instant responses, the push to do more for less.


Stress also comes from within us. Our own push and pressure. Our own dismissal of the way our minds work.


In 2017 a UK government report, ‘Thriving at Work: the Stephenson/Farmer Review of Mental Health and Employers’, highlighted a growing and far greater mental health problem in the workplace than we had acknowledged. There followed a substantial increase in mental health first aid training.


But what does mental health first aid really change? It doesn’t address the causes of mental ill health. At a time when funding of mental health treatment services has been drastically cut, it provides a sticking plaster. Of course, acknowledging the problem is important. As is reducing stigma, training staff to spot signs of mental health difficulties, to have conversations with colleagues and direct them to sources of help. It’s a start, but it’s insufficient.


We need to understand the issues behind the statistics. And the statistics are bad: work-related stress, depression and anxiety have continued to rise, with 602,000 cases reported in 2018/19, representing 44 per cent of all work-related illness and 12.8 million lost working days – 54 per cent of all working days lost because of ill health.


Bullying and harassment have also increased, telling of a demise in compassion and care. In 2019, France Télécom was found guilty of ‘institutional harassment’ after a spate of staff suicides, and the UK Post Office found guilty of wrongful prosecution of hundreds of branch managers. These extreme cases warn of the consequences when bullying spirals out of control and employees become dehumanised objects.


We can only change this by taking human nature and its implications in the workplace seriously. At the moment, it doesn’t happen nearly often enough. We skim the surface of understanding, opting for easy tips and slick tools and formulas to solve our workplace problems and psychometric tests that reveal our personality type.


Our Myers–Briggs personality type profiles may enable a colleague and me to appreciate, rather than get irritated about, our different approaches to planning workshops. As a big picture person, I start with the overall aim of the workshop; as a details person, she starts with getting the right venue. But the Myers–Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) can’t explain why my colleague is quick to feel excluded when we meet with clients, or why I’m quick to take responsibility that isn’t mine. These traits are about the impact of our histories. Without this understanding, we’d remain stuck in patterns dictated by our unconscious response to those histories.


I think the reason we habitually discount the need for proper understanding of human nature in the workplace is fear. We fear the unknown and fear our lack of control. We choose ignorance as we prefer not to know that, ultimately, we cannot control whether our company gets taken over, our patients die or our students become criminals.


Having limited control over ourselves, let alone others, creates anxiety. We don’t want to know how multifaceted we are. We don’t want to know the chaos our minds can dissolve into. That as well as our aptitude for compassion, kindness and hope, we all have another side that breeds envy, violence and hatred. The knowledge of this frightens us.


So when things go wrong, we resolutely focus on visible, tangible activities: restructuring, introducing new processes or quality measures. Or mental health first aid training. We behave as if we don’t have an unconscious and can neatly tuck our feelings and defences, insecurities and inadequacies under the pillow with our pyjamas, when we go to work. We cling to the illusion that organisations function like machines, and that mechanical solutions will save the day.


None of this prevents our true selves – the parts we know and the parts we don’t – coming to work with us. It doesn’t stop the different personalities, cultures, backgrounds and beliefs we find there, along with different pay grades, hierarchy and roles, creating a cauldron of emotions and reactions to situations and to each other. Many are out of our grasp in the unconscious, yet they affect us all the time. They are the reason, for instance, we react with equanimity one day, to the same thing that leaves us pulling our hair out the next; why we respond so heatedly to who sits where in the office; why, as leaders, we bend over backwards for one member of our team and come down like a ton of bricks on another. Or why our bosses can evoke such powerful and, at times, bewildering reactions from us.


There are some signs of change. We have woken up to the mental health crisis in the workplace and the damage caused by years of prioritising targets over professional judgements, speed over quality, simplistic solutions over complexity. We have begun to redress the culture with more compassionate attitudes and policies, such as flexible working that allows employees to fit their work and personal lives together.


In 2020, the Covid-19 pandemic plunged us into a depth of crisis most of us have never experienced. It turned our lives upside down. Suddenly, the fundamentals of our need as humans for close contact with others, to share physical space and touch, became potentially lethal. Our anxiety levels have rocketed. We are exhausted and traumatised. We have faced, and face, incomprehensible loss of life, of health, wealth, jobs and businesses. As we emerge and rebuild, the need to change our ways of working and living is more critical and urgent than ever.


If we can grasp it, recovery is an opportunity. But we have to go further than the shoots of change we saw before the pandemic when we considered our conscious mind but not the influence of the unconscious. We assumed a coherence in human beings that does not exist.


Rather than thinking solely about responding to mental ill health, we have the chance to finally support mental health and put it at the centre of how we work. To pay attention to all aspects of who we are and how we function: our creativity and passion, as well as our discontents and problems. But you cannot repair something broken or build something new without understanding the structure and materials you’re using. And we cannot repair our dysfunctional ways of working or create environments in which people will thrive, without understanding human nature.


We need to strip away the outer layers and look at our inner workings. Psychoanalysis, which recognises the unconscious as well as the conscious mind, does just this. Applying it to organisational life brings a different lens – a magnifying glass – through which to see and understand people.


My experiences as an employee seeded this book. I had some great times and some utterly miserable times at work. I loved the camaraderie with colleagues, seeing students and staff develop when I worked in further education and in staff training and, working for a national awarding body, collaborating with people throughout the education and training sector to design new, progressive, qualifications. But when I became a leader, with no training and support, managed by the company bully, and struggling with my team of new staff, my stress escalated until I feared becoming ill.


I set up as a freelance consultant, designing national occupational standards and vocational qualifications in the UK, and was fortunate to work on education reform projects in Eastern Europe during the turbulent early 1990s. The work, particularly in different countries, was fascinating and I learnt a huge amount, but I wanted to go deeper into issues between people and within organisations, so I did a master’s at the Tavistock Clinic in London: Consultation and the Organisation: Psychoanalytic Approaches. The course handbook strongly recommended having psychoanalysis or psychoanalytic psychotherapy. With this ‘permission’, I had an assessment with a psychoanalyst. I’d come, I said, because of the master’s. He asked if it was the only reason. At that moment the pretence evaporated, and I allowed my previously unacknowledged need to look at my own issues come to the fore.


The master’s and, in particular, my psychoanalysis, changed my thinking and my work. They put me on the path that led to this book. Having become frustrated by psychoanalytic thinking remaining largely unknown in organisations, and the inability of us consultants to take it out into the world, I set up a seminar series aimed at leaders with no psychological knowledge, from any industry. People could come to as many or as few seminars as they wanted. Each one explored a topic such as love, loss or persecution, and the relevance of psychoanalytic ideas to leadership. I illustrated the theory with stories, which we discussed in relation to participants’ experience, whether they worked for the British Library, the Body Shop, Circus Space, a college or HM Revenue and Customs.


I soon realised the potential for a book; it’s evolved a long way since the seminar series but the fact that people came along for two and a half hours after work, knowing nothing of psychoanalysis, and found the ideas relevant and fascinating, remained a strong motivation for me.


As the seminar participants soon learnt, taking psychoanalysis out of the therapy room and into the staffroom isn’t about treating or analysing people. It’s about applying the most sophisticated method we have for understanding human beings, to comprehend what happens to and between people at work. It’s about connecting our internal worlds and individual histories with our behaviour and attitudes, and understanding the conditions that can trigger our destructiveness and those our constructive side needs to flourish in the workplace.


Organisations are systems though, not just individuals, so I also use ideas from open systems theory and systemic family therapy. These consider organisational design, structure, roles, authority, task and boundaries. They bring into focus threads we don’t usually think about: how an organisation’s past and aspirations for their future affects them in the present; the links, both conscious and unconscious, between the parts of an organisation that together form a whole system and between the organisation and the wider context it operates in.


I also use the notion of representation from systems theory: just as in a family a troubled child might unconsciously represent troubles within the whole family, at work different sections or individuals can represent issues for the whole system.


While theory informs my thinking, my work is about people, and this book is based on their stories. Stories help us make sense of our lives and experiences; they harness our imaginations and emotions. This helps us see behind the curtains and uncover the truth of our hidden selves in a unique way.


Part One of the book, Human Nature at Work, examines the fundamentals of our minds and their effect in the workplace. The following sections explore our essential contradiction. Part Two, Losing Ourselves, delves into the mire of our destructiveness and its ability to undo us in and out of work. Part Three, Finding Ourselves, highlights the inspiration and potential of our constructive side.


I hope in illuminating all that we are, and the significance of understanding ourselves and each other, this book will contribute towards workplaces becoming more creative, inclusive and humane communities in which people and their work flourish.









PART ONE


HUMAN NATURE
AT WORK
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The Choices We Don’t
Know We Make


I often questioned, and sometimes regretted, my decision to consult to the staff of a centre treating men addicted to drugs and alcohol. But I’d just got my master’s degree and was keen to build up my consultancy practice. So, every fortnight, I spent almost four hours driving back and forth to Essex to run an hour-long session with the team. Whoever was on shift attended: the centre manager, counsellors, support workers, the administrator and the cook.


The residential centre occupied two former houses on a quiet, leafy street. There were twenty-five staff and places for fifteen clients. It’s common for teams in such intense, highly demanding environments to have consultancy to enable them to make sense of and detoxify from its effects so they can work effectively. I’d had an initial meeting with the team to explore whether I could help them. They’d had a consultant before me, but she’d left some months before. They didn’t say why.


We’d agreed to go ahead. The purpose of the sessions would be to support their work with clients by improving their teamwork.


Arriving early for the first session, I went to the overheated meeting room that, in the evenings, became the clients’ lounge. Brian, the manager, arrived a few minutes later. Other staff straggled in and sat or sprawled on the tatty sofas and armchairs. One of the counsellors, Damian, had missed the exploratory session and introduced himself to me. TJ, the cook, came in last. He pulled up the only upright chair near the door.


I reminded them of the purpose of the sessions. Brian repeated what he’d said at our first meeting: their clients were hard work. The others sat mutely. I asked for examples. No response. A worrying client? An issue they struggled with? Nothing. People fidgeted in awkward silence until Damian protested: they didn’t know what to do and I didn’t tell them. Yes, the others agreed, why didn’t I tell them what to do?


‘The last staff group facilitator asked us each to speak in turn. Why don’t you do that?’ Damian asked. TJ instructed me to tell them all about myself. I should talk for about ten minutes.


‘So you don’t have to?’ I asked. They ignored this.


Peter, a support worker, noticed I didn’t have a wedding ring. Was I divorced? Single? Did I have children? Who did I live with?


I suggested they wanted to turn me into one of them, rather than use me as a consultant who might be able to help them improve the way they worked together.


‘Bollocks.’ Damian leaned forward, his voice raised. ‘The whole organisation is fucking crap. Shite. Useless. No one knows what the hell they’re doing. It’s a fucking joke.’


Brian hit back. What did Damian ever do apart from moan and whinge? He’d messed up the rota last week when he suddenly went off ill, he hadn’t informed Brian about a meeting yesterday. ‘I’m the boss,’ Brian said, ‘but when do you ever do what I say?’


Their hostility electrified the room.


I went home tired and dispirited. I’d managed to get the team to talk, but failed to get them to think. We hadn’t touched on what the fight between Brian and Damian meant or might represent for the whole team. We hadn’t worked on our agreed purpose of reflecting on their teamwork in order to support their work with clients.


I recalled the preliminary meeting; why had I taken their agreement to work with me at face value? Clearly it had no meaning. I doubted it occurred to the team that they could say no to my becoming the next facilitator. What’s a choice, if the people asked to choose don’t believe they have one? But not choosing was itself a choice. And what about me? Had I made a clear choice to work with them? I wanted the work and, perhaps more importantly, I didn’t want to get on the wrong side of the senior colleague who’d recommended me to the organisation. In a way, it was another non-choice.


Some of the team had worked at the centre for years, but others joined and left at an alarming rate. Sickness rates were shockingly high. The rota was a constant source of contention; it got changed all the time at short notice, so staff could never be sure of their hours. Some people always got the shifts they wanted; others never did.


Decisions were made and unmade and rules routinely broken. For instance, at the outset of their stay, clients committed to attending all their treatment sessions. When one of them kept missing these, Brian and the counsellors decided to issue him with a warning but then someone – I never found out who – unmade the decision and let the client off the hook.


In the third session, the team talked about their fury at losing the last facilitator. Brian had told her they didn’t want to work with her anymore.


‘An outright lie,’ Damian said. Others agreed.


Brian insisted it wasn’t, but it had taken two years from deciding to let the facilitator go, to her actually leaving, and by then the people who had said they didn’t want her anymore had also left.


‘Crap,’ Damian said.


I asked why it had taken that long but didn’t get an answer. ‘Perhaps you didn’t want me to replace her.’


‘That’s not true,’ Joy, the administrator, said.


‘We didn’t have a choice,’ Damian jumped in.


‘You did. But maybe you didn’t believe that.’


They said they believed in fate. Things just happened; choice didn’t come into it. I said that absolved them of their responsibility. That not choosing was a choice. That was how they’d chosen me.


‘I loved her,’ TJ said, taking the conversation back to the previous facilitator. ‘I told her I did in her last session.’


He stared at me. Was he warning me that he’d always hate me because I’d taken her place? Or perhaps that he might direct his love towards me next? He already called me ‘darling’ when he saw me in the corridor before or after sessions.


My supervisor, who helped me think about my work, asked me how the sessions made me feel. I knew the importance of attending to my feelings; they provide rich data especially about unconscious communication from others.


‘Anxious. A bit scared,’ I admitted. ‘I don’t know if I’m up to this work.’ I choked for a moment; what if taking on this project as a fledging consultant was a terrible mistake?


My supervisor pointed out that the staff might feel the same about working with the clients. Knowing that some of my doubts probably reflected the team’s own doubts, reassured me a little.


I told my supervisor that I never knew where I was with the team, as though my feet couldn’t find the ground, but that along with the stress – maybe because of it – I also got an adrenaline rush from the work. We thought about the way staff in organisations commonly soak up their clients’ characteristics. Teachers sometimes become childish, theatres dramatic and addiction centres chaotic. Perhaps my experience linked to the centre’s clients: the highs and lows, the need for the next fix dictating all.


Damian complained bitterly about everything, including me: I didn’t understand anything; I was stupid and insensitive. The sessions were useless, even the purpose we’d agreed for them was wrong. ‘It’s about the clients. What about us?’


‘Yes,’ Eric, a support worker, agreed. ‘Everything’s always about the clients. We never get anything. Or not anything we want. We keep asking for wild mushroom risotto and get bloody cornflakes.’


‘I guess I’m the cornflakes,’ I said.


‘And,’ someone else said, as if I hadn’t spoken, ‘you have to buy the goddamn cornflakes yourself.’


I thought of the resentment and rage that caring for others can provoke, especially when you feel uncared for yourself. I ventured a comment about this but, as usual, got nowhere. I didn’t know what to do.


Brian was manager in name only. He didn’t manage the team or the centre. He did nothing about the chaos and absence of rules that left both staff and clients unsafe. In the power vacuum Brian left, Damian became the unnamed, unofficial leader and led the team in a war against the organisation. He accused Brian of not organising anything, mixing up the shifts, letting some staff get away with anything and everything.


Brian and Damian’s fights took centre stage during most sessions, but periodically other fights erupted. Sometimes TJ provoked the others, swearing and yelling for no apparent reason. People rarely said anything, seeming to cower in response. Once Brian accused a counsellor of needing too much reassurance. It turned out she was leaving the next day. I didn’t understand Brian’s reasons for lashing out at her on her last day. I asked the team whether perhaps they handled the pain of endings by fighting, but my question got no traction.


I spent most of the first six months struggling to understand what was going on. So much was withheld from me and expressed indirectly through a confusing smokescreen of emotion and behaviour. It reminded me of the early days as a patient in psychoanalysis when I spent many sessions in the grip of my unconscious reactions. The night before my first session I’d dreamt I could barely reach the steering wheel and couldn’t see out of the windscreen of the car I was driving. My unconscious was right; I couldn’t see the way or steer anything in analysis. Memories and feelings appeared unbidden. I understood little and could control less, as I went from moment to moment in a tumult of emotions.


I suspected the team were in a similar state; governed by their unconscious, unable to make sense of it or have agency over themselves. With the safety of the analytic process and expertise of my analyst, I’d moved out of this initial phase to a place of gathering insights where I felt less thrown around by my own storms. But this hadn’t happened to the team so far and I doubted my ability to help them get there.


Damian’s vitriol against the place continued. I felt helpless in its wake. The team became increasingly immobilised, too, watching on impassively. Eventually I realised Damian was stuck in a horribly destructive relationship with the organisation. He enjoyed his cruelty and rage, yet also suffered from the poison of his contempt. My understanding gave me a way in.


‘It must be painful to see the organisation as so useless, so crap and yet still be here,’ I said. Damian stopped mid-rant.


The next session, the same thing happened; Damian ranted with explosive fury. I focused again on his inability to go: ‘It must be so painful to think the organisation is so bad but not be able to leave.’


From then on, whenever he mounted a verbal assault on the centre, I repeated myself. After three months, Damian resigned.


My supervisor told me I’d done well. Damian needed to leave for the sake of the clients, the staff and, not least, for himself. His contemptuous, perverse relationship to the place was damaging for him and everyone around him.


The atmosphere improved after he left. I wondered if TJ would take over the fight but from the outset he’d mostly slept in the sessions. For months I tried to address this by encouraging him to say what was going on for him or questioning and interpreting why he slept. I’d given up. The truth was TJ frightened me. I preferred him asleep.


The rest of the team began to work with me, tentatively offering information about the impact of being employed at the centre. A year after I started working with them, they finally began to trust me. ‘Because you’ve survived,’ my supervisor said. ‘It’s been crucial for them. Other people come and go but you stay. You don’t retaliate like Brian does and you bounce back from whatever they throw at you.’


One day I arrived to see police leaving the centre. Clients had been caught stealing from local shops. I started to ask about this, but Brian interrupted me.


‘I’m more worried about them going out at night to do God knows what.’


‘What?’ Joy asked.


Others shuffled in their seats, looking away. Many of them had kept quiet and covered up for the night workers who were meant to stop clients going out because of the risk of them drinking or taking drugs. I asked about the night workers’ collusion. Brian shrugged, the support workers giggled, TJ snored. I said nothing, feeling defeated.


After a few minutes I galvanised myself. ‘Talk to me.’


Perhaps they picked up the defeat and desperation in my voice – the counsellors started to talk about their clients’ childhoods. Some had been in care; many didn’t know their fathers; the parent or main carer of others had died when they were children.


‘I imagine in that context, depending on a substance is easier than depending on a person,’ I said.


‘You bet,’ Brian agreed.


I suggested that since our parents or carers are our first authority figures, the clients’ negative role models explained their dislike and suspicion of authority. Instead of protecting them, and giving them the security of solid boundaries, consistency and reliability, in the clients’ experience, authority figures let them down and left them unsafe.


Brian said that the team understood the clients because many of them also had histories of addiction. In fact, some of them had been treated at the centre. They’d left and worked elsewhere before returning as staff – that was the rule. But they shared the clients’ issues.


Suddenly, I understood: the staff had swapped their addiction to substances for an addiction to the centre. That was why Damian struggled to leave. That was why many of the staff, like the clients, hated authority. I was seeing first-hand the three different purposes that operate in organisations. The official purpose, the purpose staff believe they’re carrying out and the unconscious purpose in the mind which staff are unaware of.


The centre’s official purpose was to treat addicts. That’s what they were funded for and what staff were paid for. The staff believed they were helping their clients to improve their lives. But both of these were almost incidental. Day by day, hour by hour, the team were governed by the unconscious purpose of using the centre and their jobs as an alternative addiction. It distorted their work and their thinking. It minimised the gap between clients and staff, making them almost indistinguishable from one another.


We all use our jobs and organisations to work out our internal issues, so this wasn’t surprising. But it was an extreme example of the powerful effect of the unconscious in the workplace. The team demonstrated the way the unconscious influences our choice of profession and organisation. How it colours the dynamics and relationships between people and the way we respond to authority. The way the unconscious shapes an organisation’s purpose and the delivery of its work. I saw how much the unconscious influences choices we don’t know we make. In this organisation it ruled; the team repeatedly acted out the dictates of their unconscious and made choices unknowingly.


I knew I had to help them become aware of their unconscious purpose and its effect on their work. Ultimately, the staff needed to realign to the centre’s purpose or, if they couldn’t, like Damian, they needed to leave.


I hurried in from the rain on a cold February afternoon, nine months after Damian had left. The centre had been inspected and given a damning report. Brian was off ill and the staff didn’t know what was wrong or when he’d be back.


‘What good am I doing?’ I asked my supervisor in desperation. ‘I don’t know half of what’s going on. The inspection pointed to a big problem with clients’ medication – giving it on time, monitoring, adjusting amounts – and they’ve never even mentioned it. It’s like working blindfolded, with my hands tied behind my back.’


‘You don’t know a lot of what’s going on because they don’t tell you. But they’re telling you more and more as time goes by and they learn to trust you.’


‘What about realigning to the organisation’s purpose? I’ve got nowhere with that. I don’t know why I’m there.’


My supervisor fixed his eyes on mine. ‘You’re expecting too much, too fast. They can’t suddenly realign. You’re undoing the unconscious purpose they’ve had for a long time and are very invested in. And now Brian’s off, you can’t expect them to do more than keep going.’


I calmed down briefly, before anxiety gripped me again. ‘But what if there are really dodgy things going on, worse than we know about and by staying there I’m colluding?’


We agreed to come back to this, but for now to take my worry as important information that might reflect the team’s fears as well as my own.


Brian never returned. After three months of sick leave, he left; no reason was ever given. Abandoned once more by unreliable authority figures, the staff’s rage resumed. Unconsciously, they identified me with management and everything it stood for: useless, careless, non-existent or even abusive authority that exploited staff’s addiction to the organisation to get away with such poor leadership. For a while they verbally attacked me with even more voracity than before. We had to rebuild our relationship and trust all over again.


The session at the end of July started normally; TJ fell asleep, then grunted in cross surprise when Joy nudged him awake. He looked through half-closed eyes around the room.


‘Leave me alone. You all shut up.’


Peter laughed and poked him again. ‘Come on, wake up. We have these sessions in the afternoon so you’re finished in the kitchen but you just sleep.’


Peter valued the sessions now and had found the courage to stand up for them. Eric and a couple of others backed him saying to TJ this was helpful, and he should join in.


TJ growled. ‘Anyway’ – he turned on Eric – ‘who’re you to talk? Not even a proper man.’ Silence. Eric’s head bent almost to his knees, for a moment I mistook the strange sounds he emitted for laugher. He was crying.


‘That’s cruel, TJ,’ I said, instantly regretting identifying TJ as the cruel one, instead of commenting on cruelty in the organisation. I asked them what was going on.


They told me a client had gone into the kitchen that morning and got hold of a large knife. He’d brandished it at Eric, who’d run out.


‘That must have been really frightening,’ I said to Eric. His nod was almost imperceptible.


‘It’s not fair to say he’s not a proper man,’ Joy said to TJ.


‘A man doesn’t run. A man fights,’ TJ said.


‘No, TJ,’ I said. ‘Out on the streets all that does is increase violence and add to the number of stabbings and deaths. And in here you’re in positions of authority and responsibility. You absolutely cannot fight.’


I knew that in issuing instructions, I’d turned into the manager, something consultants should avoid, but at this moment it seemed vital.


I told the team that in the absence of a manager, we had to report this incident to the trustees. Once they knew, the trustees brought in an experienced locum, who quickly established his authority and had a calming influence on the centre. After two months, he got the job as the permanent manager. He combined firmness and clarity with support and care. As the gap between the staff and the clients grew, staff became more stable and competent and the centre was safer. With an effective manager in place, I also became more competent. I addressed the team’s unconscious purpose and, as we brought it into consciousness, the addictive purpose that had dominated began to subside. Staff adhered to the official purpose, with its potential to help the clients’ quality of life.


Six months after the new manager started, I bumped into Damian at London Bridge Station. He told me leaving the centre had been the best thing he’d done in a long time. Everything about him seemed lighter. His unconscious addiction to the organisation had seeped like toxins into the walls, the furniture and into the other staff. Yet Damian had let me help him bring his unconscious choice into consciousness, found his agency and consciously chosen to sever the rotten umbilical cord.


He’d stayed in touch with a couple of the team and knew that other staff had also moved on.


‘They’re doing well. Staying off the drugs, still sober and happier in their work. I see Brian from time to time you know. Now that we’re not working together, we get on. He’s in a much better place and I know the team and the centre are too.’


‘That’s great,’ I said. I wondered if Brian’s departure also marked the movement from an unconscious to a conscious choice.


‘What about you?’ he asked. ‘I heard you’ve decided to leave.’


I confirmed that I was going at the end of the month.


I’d decided the team were in a good enough place for me to move on. After working with them for more than two and a half years, I was both sad and glad to go. It had been gruelling at times, but I’d grown fond of the team and had learnt so much. I’d understood that effective consultancy doesn’t necessarily look impressive; simply keeping going can be a measure of success. Neither does consultancy have to result in large change; sometimes the smallest step forward is huge. And I’d begun forging my identity and style as a consultant, working in a way which was true to psychoanalytic and systems thinking, but also true to me.
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Safety and Security


‘You won’t remember me,’ Rachel said. ‘I came to your paper about attachment and the workplace.’ She had rung to ask me for coaching. The new chief executive of the company she worked for had announced a major restructure. Morale plummeted as large numbers of staff faced redundancy. Some of the best people had already left. Two of Rachel’s team had resigned; the others were looking for jobs. Sickness rates soared and performance crashed.


As soon as I saw her, I recalled Rachel sitting in the front row at my presentation, looking slightly aloof. I showed her into my consulting room. She sat on the sofa, her red hair a striking contrast against her brown trouser suit.


I asked her to tell me her story: her childhood, schooling, career and her family. Born in the north of England, Rachel’s father had served in the army and the family lived in army bases, moving every two to three years. She went to boarding school at the age of eleven, went to university, got a job in London. She wasn’t married.


No one had told me their story so fast or so minimally. I asked about siblings. One sister. Her parents? Still alive and together. They lived in Hertfordshire. I tried asking about each parent independently. Her mother’s parents lived in Yorkshire; Rachel rarely saw them. Dad’s parents, in their forties when he was born, died when Rachel was a child.


‘What was boarding school like?’ I enquired, trying to connect with this young woman.


She’d had a few friends, but never joined the ‘in-group’, an exclusive clique of the most popular girls. I imagined her, young and vulnerable, sent away from her family and then excluded at school.


Rachel bent down to pick up her bag. Putting it on the sofa beside her, she peered in it, rummaged around but retrieved nothing. Scrunching up her eyes, her face showed emotion for the first time.


‘I learnt to hide my homesickness and loneliness,’ she said. ‘I was very unhappy.’ She’d constantly worried about her mum. ‘Her depression got worse when I went to boarding school. She always wanted a career, but we moved too much. Anyway, Dad put a stop to it. He thought women should look after the home and the children.’


Rachel rubbed the bridge of her nose. ‘Mum lived on antidepressants.’


Listening to her struggles at university, her unhappiness in jobs and her frequent career and house moves, I realised Rachel had always felt unwanted and insecure.


‘I said I wasn’t married, but I have been. Twice. And divorced. I can’t do long-term relationships. No children. My sister’s got two bright and beautiful children. A good marriage.’ Her mouth twisted with bitterness. ‘She’s the prodigal son, except she’s a girl. The apple of our parents’ eyes. She excelled at school and at sports. She’s much prettier than me, had more friends, more boyfriends. Numerous boyfriends. Husband’s a barrister. Earns a bomb.’


The buzz of her phone interrupted us. ‘I thought I’d turned it off,’ she muttered, distracted. ‘Do you mind?’ Her thumbs sped over the keys.


‘I would’ve loved children,’ she went on, putting her phone aside. ‘It’s too late now.’ Her eyes sought mine momentarily before darting away. ‘Early menopause.’


We sat quietly. She picked up her phone again, glanced at the screen and put it back down beside her. ‘I ring my parents every day you know. I often go on holiday with them.’ I wasn’t sure how to understand this or why she’d said it.


‘You probably think that’s sad,’ she added. ‘It’s not as though we’re close really. So why do I spend so much time with them?’


I didn’t say anything.


‘I suppose I’m still trying to win their approval and love.’ She looked away.


‘That must be painful,’ I said. Rachel nodded.


I glanced at the clock: halfway through the one and a half hour session. I needed to return to her difficulties in her job. I asked if she saw any connections between her story and her situation at work.


‘Apart from my insecure attachment pattern?’ she laughed, referring to my paper and John Bowlby’s attachment theory. I suspected she was right, that she’d always been insecure about her parents’ care and reliability, and it had shaped the way she related to people.


Our pattern of attaching to key people in our lives – whether securely or insecurely – is set in childhood and continues throughout life. Children with a secure attachment to their parents (or carers) grow up with a benign trust in their place in their family and in the world. They have the security of knowing they can rely on their parents to love and care for them. The external trust and security are replicated in their internal world where they have trusted figures to turn to at times of need.


Like all those with insecure attachments, Rachel didn’t have this psychological safety. She found the upheaval of change at work particularly difficult. Without an attachment to her job, the organisation or to her colleagues, she felt unmoored and unsafe.


Her relationship with her boss, Zach, the new chief executive, had made things worse. He frowned on Rachel working from home, yet often let her colleague, Tania, do it.


Rachel claimed Tania got all the best clients. ‘All the most interesting work goes to the people Zach likes best. And if you annoy him, even by disagreeing about something small, he punishes you, usually by not giving you new clients for a while, which affects your targets.’
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