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For my mensch of a husband, Charlie




Author’s Note

The names, identities and other features (such as their age, gender and jobs) of my clients featured in this book have been changed and disguised to protect their anonymity. In some cases, composite characters have been created in order to illustrate a general point. I am deeply indebted to them for their generosity and courage in granting permission for their stories to be told.




Introduction: Acting out our internal dramas at work

Do you ever find yourself paralysed by strong feelings at work? Do you overreact to criticism? Do you find yourself responding more like a child than the adult you are with colleagues and bosses? Are you a hardworking, successful person who nonetheless harbours doubts about your competence, despite all the evidence to the contrary?

Such anxieties have only been exacerbated by the seismic changes the world of work has undergone in recent decades, from the digital revolution and demise of the ‘job for life’ to the new gig economy and, more recently, the #MeToo movement, Black Lives Matter and the coronavirus pandemic. They reflect people’s growing emotional and mental investment in their work – something intensified by longer hours, a highly competitive market and an insecure work culture – but they, regrettably, have received sparse attention.

These developments have been reflected in my psychotherapy practice, which I began over 30 years ago and has since developed into a business consultancy. To begin with, I dealt with psychotherapy’s traditional subject matter – personal issues and relationship breakdowns. During the past 15 years, however, people have increasingly brought work-related matters to my consulting room. They come with their insecurities of varied forms. Some cannot overcome a compulsion to please others and thereby lose their own creative voice; others struggle with ‘impostor syndrome’, fearing they are out of their depth in their job. By contrast, some are perfectionists or too controlling and incapable of delegating tasks, both of which undermine business goals and individuals’ personal achievement. Others cannot tolerate what they perceive as unfairness in the office, or cope with malicious gossip, cliques or bullying behaviour. Usually, the issue in question is casting a shadow over their happiness, obstructing their career progress and making work feel an unsafe and intolerable place. For many, office relationships have even overtaken family relationships in terms of importance in their lives and the space they take up in their thoughts.

Many who come to see me soon discover that the problems they are facing stem from their childhood experiences. In other words, they find themselves replicating at work the same unwanted family dynamics from their early lives. Once they have come to understand this, the question they ask is: ‘Why would I repeat a pattern that makes me so unhappy?’ The answer – like so many of the ones you’ll encounter in these pages – is surprising but very simple: the pull towards the familiar is strong and it’s often powerful enough to overtake our conscious desires. For example, being persistently told off as a child can lead to a fear of rejection by an authority figure. One can become so frightened of making mistakes that thinking becomes paralysed and projects are not completed in time. Eventually, this can trigger the sort of criticism one is trying to avoid. Although returning to the familiar is compelling and can feel comforting, there is no growth to be had in what is known.

Many individuals I have worked with have previously tried to overcome such crippling feelings, negative thoughts and destructive habits using techniques such as positive thinking, reading self-help business books or attending workshops – only to find themselves further entrenched in their problems. In the business world, psychotherapy is rarely an individual’s first port of call. And yet, when people are unable to change their thinking and behaviour – or even recognise its origins – while knowing they are harming the company or impairing their career development, the answer, I suggest, is to examine themselves more deeply. The stories I will share from my years as a psychotherapist and business consultant, and the questions I will ask you to consider, will show you how.

It has become common to turn to therapy to recover from personal matters such as depression, grief or divorce and yet rarely do people who find themselves struggling consider such self-examination when it comes to work issues. This may be explained, perhaps, by the lingering false notion that work is a predominantly rational and objective world with specific goals, largely free of emotions. Some may even believe that having a therapist is a mark of weakness or for the ‘ill’. They may unconsciously fear what might be revealed. As for companies and organisations, they tend to favour quick, concrete solutions – delivered through assessments, training and courses – rather than taking time to reflect on complexities. Some employers also adhere to the belief that staff should leave their private lives and emotions at home, envisaging workers who are always focused entirely on the job. As Manfred Kets de Vries, the renowned psychoanalyst and professor of leadership development and organisational change at Insead business school, once said to me: ‘For many executives, their ideal employee is someone who is just divorced, lives in an empty apartment and takes a sleeping bag and moves into the office to work 24 hours a day.’

The truth is that we all bring our messy emotional lives with us wherever we go, including to work. Alongside our skills, dedication and ambition, we bring to the office our ‘inner lives’ – our sensitivities, misperceptions, fears and insecurities – the strong emotions that at times hijack us. This includes our unconscious, where we bury the experiences from our early life that we find too painful or uncomfortable to face.

Our families, particularly our earliest relationships, reside deep in our minds and, whether we are aware of it or not, find their way into all our subsequent relationships, including those at work. When we push our painful feelings and experiences from our early years from our awareness they do not disappear but reside in our unconscious where we have no control of them. A common outlet for these repressed memories is that we re-enact our earliest family experiences in the office in such a way that, unconsciously, our managers and colleagues come to resemble our closest relatives. We might, for example, regard a male boss as a father – a current authority figure who represents our earliest authority figure, or the father we wish we had. Or perhaps a dispute with a colleague triggers repressed feelings of when family arguments led to harm and/or rejection because emotions were out of control.

If we were fortunate to have families who responded to our earliest needs predominantly with warmth, affection and care, then we are likely to anticipate that managers will be interested in us and treat us fairly. If, however, we experienced neglect in our early lives or had parents who harmed us in any way, we are likely to find it difficult to trust colleagues. We might even anticipate that people are against us, attempting to undermine our work or even desire to be rid of us. Paranoid thinking can easily take over.

Without us realising it, our unconscious will keep reappearing and influencing our thoughts and perceptions in ways that can be destructive. In our working lives it can wreak havoc when it acts out unresolved conflicts from the past. Brian, a graphic designer who came to see me, had a fear of authority that he expressed in aggression towards his managers and colleagues – even when they tried to help him. Where did this come from? It turned out he was the son of a single mother who subsequently married and later focused on the two children she had with her husband. Brian had been the centre of his mother’s world but, from the age of six, he lost her attention and had to contend with an aggressive and bullying stepfather. He became an outsider – a feeling he subsequently took to work, together with his deep fear and distrust of authority stemming from his relationship with his stepfather.

Acting on repressed experiences rather than actual realities is so often the source of confusion and friction at work. In this way, the office can become a hotbed of irrationality and unresolved disputes. Although our instincts may be useful in spotting irrational behaviour by colleagues, they tend to fail us when we are in the grip of our own internal dramas – when past experiences feel as if they are happening in the present. Until people are willing to appreciate the part they play in creating some of the problems they find themselves in at work, however unconscious, they are unlikely to resolve such career-damaging issues.

The psychological challenges of working life should not be underestimated. It inevitably produces uncomfortable emotions for everyone. Disappointment, frustration, jealousy – even greed and anger feature to a greater or lesser extent. The coronavirus pandemic that began in 2020 compounded such anxieties by forcing much of the working world to work remotely. In the office, if you emerge from a meeting or presentation feeling it went badly, you usually have various people you can talk to for reassurance. Zoom meetings during lockdown ended with blank screens, silence and, most of the time, you, alone in a room. The potential for paranoid thoughts to kick in and escalate unchecked makes it more important than ever for us to take our emotional temperature at work and examine how we can best thrive.

The workplace has, perhaps partly because of our longer hours and the insecurities of modern work, even replaced family life as an arena in which individuals act out their unresolved early conflicts with siblings, parents and other authority figures. Our imagination can be more powerful than actual realities and this is what fuels the contradictions between our inner and outer worlds. Imagined mistakes can feel as bad or worse than an actual mistake and perceived attacks as threatening as real ones.

This all creates greater risks for individuals because businesses and organisations are less tolerant of emotional behaviour than families. Close personal and family relationships, no matter how fraught, offer more security and allowance for temperamental eruptions. Intimate relationships are concerned with people’s well-being, with love and belonging, whereas businesses are about financial success. Although divorce and family breakdown occur, it takes much more strain before people are willing to break such ties. The tolerance of the working world is far less elastic. Business partners can fall out terminally over relatively minor matters; profit falls can result in redundancies and losses cause businesses to be shut down. The risk of rejection, exclusion and failure are higher in business than at home and this creates insecurity and emotional upheaval. This is what my clients want to talk about – the fact that they feel more vulnerable at work.

The insistence on better individual behaviour in recent years has undoubtedly been a force for good in protecting people from bullying, humiliation and sexual or racial harassment. Yet the reduced tolerance for people shouting, losing their temper or bursting into tears, as happens within families, does not allow much room for the fears and emotions underlying such outbursts to be expressed or understood. Often, the consequence of this is people internalising these feelings with the risk of becoming depressed or acting them out in ways that are harmful. When conflicts and strong feelings are not faced, they do not disappear but rather find their ways to hidden corners where they become more destructive. Examples of this are spreading malicious gossip, deliberately missing meetings and withholding ideas that could help colleagues.

Having the emotional maturity to deal with the strong feelings that working life will inevitably stir up is a necessary requirement for success and workplace contentment. Those who have this capacity are often best at navigating office politics, co-operating with colleagues and promoting themselves. For people who struggle with strong feelings, however, the reverse is often true. Bringing our unconscious motivations to conscious awareness where they can be thought about and managed is a crucial part of surviving what our jobs throw at us. Without such awareness, the unconscious is free to act out in ways that are often destructive and undermine our ambitions.

Reading this book will help you sift through the confusion that working life throws at you. You will come to understand why you react strongly, or at times irrationally, to office politics. Making sense of your reactions will lessen the intensity of your feelings and as a result help you make better decisions and collaborate more effectively. You will find yourself more open to feedback, less likely to feel targeted and more willing to hear alternative approaches. This is a natural outcome of understanding how your early experiences and unconscious motivations colour your perception of events in the workplace. Deficiency in this capacity risks misreading situations, reacting impulsively or judging colleagues wrongly.

The aim is also to help you make sense of others’ behaviour that appears obstructive, unfair or even mad. Self-awareness will make you better equipped to read both other people and situations accurately, thereby giving you a unique career advantage.

I do not subscribe to a ‘12 steps to success’ formula that many business books promote. Such promises offer an unreal assurance that the same solutions can apply to everyone. Because we all have a unique upbringing and psychological make-up, the answers to the sorts of problems I have outlined will be unique to each of us and we need to take responsibility for finding them.

Many books are aimed at leaders and senior managers; I’ve chosen instead to focus on the problems most of us face whether we are in positions of power or not. Yet managers will find much to relate to as well. Many newly promoted managers, for example, quickly discover that the skills that helped them achieve their position are no longer relevant, or even harm them, when they reach the top. In their previous position, they were able to keep past internal conflicts at bay but their new role often confronts them with deeper unconscious insecurities. I explore common hindrances to leadership, such as falling into the trap of idealisation, narcissism and failing to delegate.

I explain how early dysfunction in families can, paradoxically, help individuals progress in their career if they are able to develop another trajectory – one that is healthy, creative and transformative. The road to building psychological resilience by learning to tolerate uncomfortable feelings, face harsh realities and develop personal insight, is mapped out. By facing our past and inhibiting the tendency to fall into relational dynamics that are familiar but harmful, we can transform our professional lives for the better.

Our working lives are too long, consuming and potentially life-enriching in every respect to fall victim to self-destruction. Success and satisfaction should be the goals of any career and hopefully reading on will help you meet them.
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Hijacked by strong feelings – and the defences we mount in the workplace


‘Unexpressed emotions will never die. They are buried alive and will come forth later in uglier ways.’

Sigmund Freud



The telephone call from Felicity came out of the blue. ‘I’m really struggling with work, I know I need help,’ she said. I heard the desperation in her voice and offered her my earliest available time.

A week later she arrived at my consulting room, a small, fair-haired, single woman in her early fifties, who had risen to be deputy to the chief executive of an independent financial institution in London. Although she exuded warmth, I noticed a timidity in her character – uncharacteristic, I thought, for someone in her position.

Over the course of our meeting, Felicity described how she was living a double life at work. She had successfully convinced her colleagues that she was calmly able to manage any crisis that came her way – but in fact she had always been plagued by anxiety and insecurities. Indeed, her worry of ‘getting it wrong’ at work kept her up most nights, even though in the office she was able to project a confident and capable image. As a result, many people brought Felicity their problems and confided in her and so she heard plenty of gossip. This put her in a powerful position. Yet she did not feel powerful. Rather, she felt burdened and fearful of losing her job. Although in a position of authority, she did not feel she had any. It is one thing to ‘have’ authority and quite another to ‘feel’ it.

This tension between the image she projected and how she actually felt had become so extreme that Felicity was even unable to take a holiday for fear of what she thought might be revealed in her absence – that she was not needed. Her anxiety about being disregarded was intense, despite continuous affirmations from colleagues and financial rewards in the form of bonuses. Because she could not accept praise, she was stuck in a continuous negative cycle, convinced her only solution was to work hard.

As with many people, her feelings were not based in reality but rather were reactions to insecurities she experienced in early life. She revealed to me that both her parents had behaved selfishly when she was a child and disregarded her needs. Her older brother managed to get their parents’ attention because he was the ‘problem child’, taking drugs excessively and playing truant from school, while Felicity’s more commendable efforts were largely ignored.

‘I was a goody two-shoes, while my brother was always getting into trouble and getting the attention,’ she told me. ‘I thought, “I’ll be the good girl, the one who does the right thing and doesn’t do drugs.” I was the good student, always getting top grades.’

Her efforts proved futile. She never attained the attention she craved from her parents. Once she even found them smoking cannabis with her brother. His bad behaviour had given him a special relationship with their parents that excluded her. The unfairness of it all made her furious and feel even more disregarded.

Felicity’s early experience of being overlooked had left her feeling equally insignificant to her colleagues, which in turn made her work harder to ensure she would not be forgotten. Just as in her childhood, she felt her hard work had been ignored and she was enraged at the unfairness of it all. The situation was exacerbated when her boss became infatuated by an underqualified but attractive – and younger – colleague, whom he promoted ahead of other more deserving candidates, blissfully unaware of the ill feeling this created among his team – and starving Felicity even further of the attention she so craved. History was repeating itself: just as her parents had favoured her brother, her boss was now giving preference to someone who was underperforming.

Just like Felicity, every day that we go to work we take with us two realities. One is the external, actual reality of working lives where we are motivated to achieve, succeed and gain financial rewards. Internally, however, we also bring a different reality, comprising our particular psychological traits, which include our insecurities and misperceptions. A large proportion of this inner reality is our unconscious, home to repressed memories of painful experiences, drives and longings that have their roots in our early lives. Here the agenda is different to that in our external reality: to keep uncomfortable truths and painful memories at bay, for example, or to achieve resolution over unresolved conflicts from the past, as Felicity’s story demonstrates.

While she was never able to be the centre of her parents’ world, work provided Felicity with another opportunity to be valued, admired and cared about by others and prove that she was, indeed, loveable. Because our two realities have differing aims, they can create internal, and sometimes external, tensions. As long as these inner motivations remain in our unconscious, we have no control over them and when they are in conflict with the external reality, confusion and strong feelings can erupt, which frequently leads to obstacles in our careers and friction with our colleagues.

You will easily be able to identify your conscious motivations at work – for example, to execute a project, improve as a leader, respond to your clients’ needs or simply to get to 5pm so you can have a couple of hours off Zoom. So you might be surprised to know that much of what actually motivates our decisions, from the micro to the macro, stems from unconscious attempts to distance ourselves from unpleasant emotions. Take a moment to think about what decisions or actions you have taken that, on reflection, may have been motivated by an attempt to avoid feeling anxious or uncomfortable. Perhaps you avoided calling out an underling for a serious error or acceded to a client’s unreasonable demands. Next, consider how you might have responded differently had you been able to face those feelings. Now ask yourself: ‘What would have been the best course to take for the business and my professional development?’

Being highjacked by strong feelings at work can result in dire consequences. It can interfere with our capacity to think clearly, to read a situation accurately and ultimately to focus and concentrate on the job. Learning to not just tolerate strong feelings but also understand where they originate and why they upset you is essential in gaining the self-awareness required for professional life. If we could learn to face and manage strong feelings and anxieties rather than avoid them, we would be better equipped to cope with the minefield of office politics – taking risks, accepting our mistakes and relating to people we find difficult will all be made easier.

Many people find the most difficult part of their job is taking decisions or having conversations that are charged with emotion. They irrationally fear the wrong choice could result in catastrophic consequences. For example, they could imagine that taking a financial risk to expand the company could result in the business failing and this in turn might lead to them becoming poverty stricken. Or they fear being seen as someone who is harsh and critical; and then judged to be a bad person. Many individuals who have come to see me for help have admitted to carrying these unrealistic fears in their minds.

Such fears can envelop our work and many of them are understandable. No one wants to feel awful or be disliked. If we did not expect that others might react badly towards us – reject, ignore or criticise us – we would be free to act in ways that are destructive. The office would be a much more unpleasant place to work, trust would break down and projects less likely to be completed. It is often the anticipation of experiencing shame or guilt that makes us behave better. But it is when our attempts to avoid bad feelings create more problems than they solve, however, that we need to investigate ourselves more deeply.

To protect ourselves at work we attempt to put our best selves forward and this involves ‘containing’ our negative feelings. Keeping our anger, jealousies and insecurities to ourselves is a useful skill to have. We have all worked alongside people unable to do this and know how unpleasant they make the work environment and how badly they are judged. But if we are able to tolerate uncomfortable emotions rather than acting on them, we are more able to consider what is happening and respond more thoughtfully.

Yet at the same time, some of our emotions reside just beneath the surface in our subconscious and can easily erupt in response to minor events. Such occurrences can throw us off guard when they touch a sensitive chord, feel deeply personal or – as we have seen in the case of Felicity – reactivate traumatic experiences from our past. Perhaps you’ve noticed your boss smiling at your colleagues but appearing to ignore you. Then, if your idea is dropped at a meeting and you are told it will be on the following week’s agenda but it never is, it can leave you disproportionately devastated. Or perhaps the prospect of an annual review keeps you awake at night. Moments like these can ignite strong feelings and cause you to respond more like a child than the adult you are. Irrationality can escalate when emotions grow out of proportion to the actual event and paranoia can even take over.

While we believe our decisions are driven by rational thoughts, more often than not it is our feelings that are leading us. It is much easier to go by our ‘gut instincts’, how we feel, than to take the time to think things through carefully. Thinking requires time and effort, and often creates confusion or ambivalence, states of mind we prefer to ignore.

Furthermore, our feelings at work have multiple meanings. At one level, we could accept them at face value and allow them to lead us. That is, if we are exhausted, we need to recover; if we are suspicious of a client, perhaps we do need to be more cautious; if we are distraught at not being promoted we might need to work harder. Feelings can be a useful guide, yet they can also mislead. Optimism and desire, for example, can push a project forward but too much can mean signs of dangerous risk are ignored. Pessimism can alert you to potential pitfalls but it can also kill off ideas before they have begun.

When we are hijacked by strong feelings it might mean we are operating more in the past than in the present. Being ignored by your manager is perhaps a reason to be upset but if you flip to rage to the extent that you lose all motivation at work, then you need to examine where those feelings originate. The current circumstances might be triggering repressed feelings from the past when you were treated badly or neglected by your parents. In other words, your feelings are misleading you.

Learning to discriminate between emotions that are trustworthy and those that are misleading is crucial to reading situations correctly, making the best possible decisions and creating good working relationships. This requires us to have an understanding beyond emotional intelligence, by which I mean empathy, self-regulation and social skills. We must also learn the kind of self-awareness that helps us to separate the past from the present and bring our unconscious drives to conscious awareness. Felicity, for example, when recognising that her anxieties and rage originated in her early family life, was gradually able to bear these feelings.

Many people who come to me are surprised to learn that feelings can be kept to oneself and thought about, rather than necessarily acted on; that is, they can be understood and managed. Some people believe that having strong feelings is proof of their ‘rightness’ and entitles them to act as they please. On the contrary, when feelings are out of proportion to an event, it is more likely the individual has distorted reality and is responding to historic events or internal states.

It is not only our emotions that influence our decisions and behaviour in the workplace, we can also be led by imagined scenarios rather than actual ones. Learning to tell these realities apart is an important step. Keep in mind, however, that an imagined reality can feel as powerful, or even more so, than the actual, or external, one. If our imagined reality leaves us feeling highly anxious, our jobs can become unnecessarily intolerable. Convincing ourselves, for example, that we will be judged harshly for minor mistakes may lead us to work needless long hours in order to avoid criticism. Or if we believe we have to ‘do it alone’ in order to succeed, we might miss offers of help and shows of support.

In short, the workplace is a psychological melting pot with a vast array of hidden emotions in play as each individual brings their internal life to the office. With everyone acting out, to a greater or lesser extent, their early family lives, it is no wonder relationships can be fraught and emotions run high. Stir in also the stress of competition, insecure work cultures and overworking, and it is a triumph, I sometimes think, that work is ever done efficiently and businesses succeed despite all the irrational thinking and behaviour. It is to the credit of staff, managers and leaders who are able to navigate this minefield and still produce results.

The ability to separate the external reality from our internal dramas is crucial to business success. Becoming aware of our feelings marks the beginning of our journey to emotional maturity, though awareness by itself is not enough. The next step is what I call ‘inhibition’ – identifying the source of thinking that leads to misguided perceptions and then holding back your reactions. This will allow you time to reflect and assess the situation more accurately, giving you the mental space to determine whether you are reacting to internal or external events. Finding the time to reflect is a challenge when one is facing deadlines, under constant pressure to perform and having to navigate persistent disruptions. Yet thinking about such matters will save you time in the long run because you are not creating unnecessary problems.

Initial insight, however, is not the end of the story. Change requires persistent vigilance in recognising and inhibiting defensive reactions. Responding to what is actually happening time and time again will help to create new pathways of understanding and responding. Growth occurs where we put our attention. When we attend to historic and unhealthy patterns, they continue to become ingrained but if we focus on new and creative responses, so our healthy side develops.

Although this process is often slow and inconsistent, when insights occur they seep through our conscious minds, leading to deep shifts in perception. Gradually your view of events will begin to alter. People who seemed impossible to collaborate with suddenly appear approachable. A change of work routine that might have left you anxious feels manageable. You recover from setbacks more quickly. These changes occur naturally as a result of persistently paying attention to your perceptions, feelings and reactions. And once we have enough self-awareness to overcome the hurts and blows of office life, the disappointment of failures, the humiliation of mistakes, we still have to extend ourselves further and appreciate that everyone comes to work with their emotional baggage – their irrationalities, misperceptions and bad behaviour. It is not just you – everyone is bringing their past into their present.

Perhaps if Felicity had made the link between her reactions at work and her early life, she would have been able to regard her job differently and find the courage to report her boss to human resources. Her team, in turn, would have felt safer knowing that such impropriety was taken seriously. The experience of standing up for herself and her staff would have helped her develop a sense of genuine internal authority. Instead, her unconscious overrode her conscious mind and rather than asserting her authority she regressed to feeling like a child. Rather than creating a new trajectory she repeated a familiar one.

Her story also demonstrates the psychological strategies, or defence mechanisms, that people use to ward off anxieties and emotions they find excruciating. The term ‘defence mechanisms’ has negative connotations for many people and they use it critically, such as ‘she is so defensive’, implying the person is either aggressive or not hearing what is being said – or both. The implication here is that defences are maladaptive and harmful.

While there is a negative side to defence mechanisms, they have an immensely positive function as well. They protect us from strong and threatening feelings such as shame, grief, envy or rage. Defence mechanisms are, for the most part, healthy and normal and we all rely on them to varying extents to manage our emotional lives and make the world more tolerable. Without such mechanisms, we would be so overwhelmed by powerful feelings that we could not function in our jobs.

There are different types of defence mechanisms and while all intend to protect the individual from actual or perceived threats, some are more rigid than others. ‘Reaction formation’, for example, is the mind’s way of turning an unacceptable trait into its opposite in order to feel less threatened. Felicity attempted to cover what she believed were her negative traits – weakness and insecurity – by conveying an air of calm and confidence. Furthermore, she sought the attention she received only fleetingly from her parents by making herself needed and even indispensable to colleagues. Sadly, and paradoxically, her approach made it less likely she would receive such support and validation because her mask of competence and composure made colleagues think this was the last thing she needed. Instead, she only managed to re-enact an unhappy pattern from childhood.

Her boss, meanwhile, used ‘denial’, another common defence mechanism, which fends off bad feelings such as guilt and shame. Denial – the refusal to accept a situation – can help us through initial moments of a crisis, such as in sudden grief when we say to ourselves: ‘This cannot be true.’ In its less benign forms, however, the refusal to accept serious realities can lead to catastrophic outcomes for individuals and organisations. This was certainly the case for Felicity’s chief; he was eventually sacked for his amorous behaviour.

Another defence mechanism is ‘splitting’, in which only good news is accepted while the bad is pushed from one’s awareness. Splitting is a reaction to our intolerance of the tension and confusion triggered by emotional complexity. This technique helps resolve this tension by simplifying a situation as either all good or all bad, expelling any ambiguity or ambivalence. For example, if it is confusing that one both admires and resents one’s boss because of their various characteristics, the negative or hostile feelings could be strong enough to wipe out the positive ones, making the relationship seem intolerable. However, if one can simultaneously be conscious of one’s admiration as well, the boss will suddenly seem not so bad after all. If you frequently conclude that circumstances or people are either totally good or bad, you need to learn to live in the grey areas that more accurately reflect reality. Equally, seeing the bad in others and only the good in ourselves, or vice versa, is damaging. An example is when we blame a colleague entirely for a failure, neglecting to take responsibility for our part, or in contrast we overestimate our actions and become devastated.

Splitting can also involve pushing aside, or splitting off, one’s own negative traits, such as manipulation, weakness or aggression, and perceiving these qualities in another person – a process called ‘projection’. Through projection, yet another defence mechanism, we rid ourselves of feelings or qualities we dislike in ourselves by attributing them to others. People who rely on this can often end up blaming or bullying the person they have wrongly accused in an attempt to eliminate these traits entirely.

While these mechanisms may sound irrational, if not taken to extremes they clearly have a beneficial effect. It is unlikely you could cope with the demands of your job without employing some of them. Telling yourself that an issue is not nearly as bad as it actually is – ‘rationalisation’ – helps you cope with what otherwise might be overwhelming. Taking out your resentments towards your manager by being short tempered at home – a mechanism known as ‘displacement’ – might help to avoid conflicts in the office. ‘Intellectualisation’ can be another defence, as it helps remove the emotional overload that interferes with rational decision making by focusing on thinking rather than feeling. Sometimes cold, hard decisions that hurt people are required for the overall good.

Most people manage well by using these mechanisms sparingly. They allow us to focus under extreme stress and to contain feelings when it would be inappropriate to express them. The more rigid the defence mechanism, however, such as denial, the further reality is distorted and the more likely you are to misread situations and create problems as a result. Furthermore, these mechanisms eventually break down and one is left facing an issue neglected for too long. Avoiding taking a decision or action, for example, because it makes us anxious, leaves us with more to deal with, not less. Facing the truth that one has made a ‘bad hire’ when recruiting someone can be difficult. It is easier to convince oneself that the person is ‘not too bad really’ or that ‘he’ll get better with experience’ than to prepare for a turbulent time ahead and face clearing up a bigger mess.

So our defence mechanisms at work have their uses but also their dangers and limitations. Particularly as one climbs the career ladder, defensive strategies that have previously kept bad feelings at bay are no longer efficient. With increased responsibility and more complex interpersonal relationships to manage, the limitations of one’s defence mechanisms are exposed. Pushing blame on others as a way to escape responsibility, for example, or being in denial about crucial issues creates bigger problems at senior levels.

Another consideration is that when your defences are too rigid, they not only shut out bad feelings but also positive ones necessary to boost your career. People who over-intellectualise, for example, are often detached from their emotions and gut instincts, which are useful







	Do you overcompensate for traits you dislike about yourself? Perhaps, for instance, appearing confident to cover feelings of inadequacy?

	Have you taken anger out on someone who doesn’t deserve it? This is characteristic of displacement.

	Do you tend to write people off if they upset you? This is characteristic of splitting.

	Are you especially harsh on people who have traits you dislike in yourself, such as weakness, neediness or greed? This is characteristic of projection.

	How do you react to critical feedback at work? Are you often defensive? Do you personalise feedback?
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‘Miraculous... here’s an author who knows how to make the unconscious
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