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Although we have had our fights and our differences, Leopold, with his background in psychology, and I, with my background in engineering, share a passion for humanness in human work. I am very grateful to him that he asked me to write the Foreword for this book with a theme that is more than relevant today.

In spite of all kinds of theories about human nature, there is one specific aspect to us, as a species. We shall never stop enquiring about what it means to become a human being. All ideologies that claim to know what human nature is are bound to fail. The converse of this is that we only learn our way further into the meaning of humanness by being confronted with what we, at a certain point in history, have discovered to be inhuman. For example, the notion of slavery as a normal human way of organising became labelled as inhuman. But, nowadays, we seem not to recognise the similarity between the selling of the slaves of a Roman villa, together with the villa, or of a feudal domain with its serfs, and the selling of companies with their anonymous workforce, defined as human resources and calculated as FTE, full time equivalents!

The first part of this book in fact clarifies the inhumanity emerging from the application of mainstream management and organisational hypes nowadays. What strikes me in reading it is an underlying mechanism that has been labelled as the virtualisation of management. To me, the basic trigger of that mechanism comes from the tendency to split the staff of organisations into thinkers and doers, and the higher status which is attributed to those who only “think” and are not troubled either by their own bodies, or by the confrontation with the material aspects of all meaningful human work: strategic forums peopled by staff specialists and consultants, whose main discourse is not about themselves, but why, and how the “others” should change to increase performance, engagement. I refer also to all forms of what I call “Management by Excel”, unable to discern the difference between facts and figures. Most of what is called management education is focused on figures, and certainly not interested in embodiments! Human beings are embodied beings: denying it is inhuman and leads to inhuman behaviour.

For this reason, I have read the second part, which is developing experiences to counteract the virtualisation of work, as focusing at least on the embodiment of the relevant forums. People who meet each other and work through their own experience, their own fears and hopes, have a greater opportunity to be confronted by the rich strata of their humanness, which go beyond the cognitive and the logical–rational. Tapping into these strata enables them to develop their own humanness, and, hence, to recognise the humanness of those they influence by their decisions.

I hope that the reader will sense in this book, beyond the concepts and methods illustrated in the various chapters, the deep engagement of all the authors in discovering more and more what humanness means in our working life.

 

Luc Hoebeke
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Aren’t social scientists more often leaders in following the market, than leading parts in creating well-being?

It is not easy for me to spell out what drove me to edit this book. I do know I am touched by the confrontation with three dominant trends in our society: the increasing presence of virtual worlds, the deification of performance and its ideology of excellence, and the progressive individualisation in society. These developments seem to silently penetrate our thinking and practices. They turn human beings into handy instruments for production processes in commercial, public, and private organisations, and educational and even health-care institutions. I often doubt whether many leading persons in universities and consulting firms are aware of the negative impact of these developments on respect for the human being and the resulting integrity of the social fabric. If they are, do they care enough to counter them?

The more I explore the underlying dynamics, the more I come to reflect on myself: what am I, as a social scientist, manager, or consultant, contributing to these processes? Can we look beneath these often gratifying modern developments to study and explore their undesirable consequences, which often become visible in other domains, such as mental disturbance, the abuse of drugs, criminality, and increasing discrepancy between the rich and the poor, etc.? These disturbing consequences are most often not reflected in statistical averages of satisfaction scores of societies, because these trends affect predominantly its most vulnerable inhabitants. The problems simply disappear in the averages.

Is it still possible to curb or to redirect these developments by creating alternative methods of organising or managing workplaces and educational systems? What can be my part in mobilising networks of like-minded people and institutions to create a fairer world, in which it is good to live for all people, now and in the future? It is this inner turmoil of observations, experiences, reflections, and questions that encouraged me to invite colleagues to contribute their thinking to the issues of humanness in organisations.

Let me first elaborate somewhat further on these three dominant trends in society.

The increasing presence of virtual worlds. Some twenty years ago, when I was teaching at the International Management School in St Petersburg, a Russian reporter wrote in the local English newspaper, The Press: “We know that our leaders are lying and they know that we know. But they go on deceiving us!” Many Russians resented these dishonest relations and cherished hope that “Glasnost” would open a free-minded search for truth. However, becoming honest in facing daily realities proves to be a slow and painful process. Is the Western world doing any better? We know that many of our leaders are deceiving us, too. When their deceptions become public and they can get away with it, we applaud!

These leading political figures, managers, and even social scientists are not necessarily lying. They might deceive by deflecting or partly distorting the facts, hiding them to manipulate the truth to their own advantages or to make them fit into their locked-in views of the world. Others take a lead with one-liners, often with a deceptive intent or as a sign of a mental incapacity to grasp the complexities of the world. Still others respond with a well-intended, paternalistic perspective attempt to teach the ignorant. The reasons might vary, but the consequences are the same: they do create virtual “make-believe” worlds. I call them virtual worlds, composed of a rich mixture of inspiring statements, incomplete, massaged facts, company philosophies, spiritual campaigns, and well-sounding extrapolations of partial or even tentative research findings.

Regrettably, many of our social scientists are yielding to university pressures to “publish or perish”. Consequently, they concentrate on easy to study human interactions in artificial, experimental situations, completely divorced from the real, organisational complexities. Unfortunately, they come to live in that self-created artificial world, believing that it is the real world of organisational life. Furthermore, the attention and interest of their students in gaining a deeper understanding of the specific socio-economical and structural context of an issue becomes neglected, even rejected. One can obtain a doctoral degree in organisational psychology simply by doing a meta-analysis of already published studies, without having spent even a week in an organisation. Yet, the more we become fixed on the modal organisation, the modal person, the more we forego the particularities of the interactions with the specificities of the organisational context or environment.

Consultants too become so specialised that they unknowingly exclude the fields of tension in the organisational context, or become blind to the lack of knowledge competences required to solve even recurrent problems. Do intervention techniques become popular by turning real issues that should be dealt with by processing factual and non-factual data into opinions or internal psychic constructions? Some say, “It’s all a matter of perception!” However, this frequently heard one-liner is deceptive, too. It is misleading in the sense that not all upsetting or pleasurable experiences are entirely due to internal, deranged psychic processes; paradoxically, there is an outside world, too.

Do psychological inventories and group interventions hit the market by providing personality or psychoanalytic labels to individuals or psychodynamic processes, thereby neglecting the real work of learning to work with differences and group dynamic processes?

Those involved in interpersonal skills—including leadership—training, stress management, positive thinking, and resilience, or other “experience providing” techniques, might, in fact, lead people into an illusory world in which everything is possible, and everything is fine once your mind is properly fixed. In this way, they might well collude with management’s wishes to keep tight control over the structural design of work systems and management practices, based on the so-called imperatives of costs and global competition. Training in such settings often serves to make employees believe they are in control, or make them feel good, while leaving the disturbing daily realities of the system untouched.

These virtual worlds, only remotely connected to the realities of organisational life, are on the increase. Some virtual worlds are designed for entertainment, such as amusement parks, computer games, and films. They provide pleasure and a temporary relief from daily preoccupations. The ones we mean to discuss are those that create a “virtuality” that is hard to distinguish from reality, or, worse, those in which one is forced to live and work. The latter was recently illustrated by Greg Smith, a successful manager at Goldman Sachs, from which he resigned due to the conflict between the stated policy of the bank to serve the interests of the client and the rewarded practices to exploit their innocence to the benefit of Goldman Sachs (Smith, 2012).

Not only technologies and globalisation, but also “psychologising” creates virtual worlds: for example, through meaning-providing practices that reduce human experiences to mental processes, states of mind, or simple neurological activities in which the actual realities of the situation and the history of experiences are ignored. Virtual worlds are, in essence, unhealthy. They erode the ability to distinguish what is “real” or “true” from what is “make-believe”. Living in these man-made virtual worlds demands more energy to sort real from unreal, but also to sort through one’s assumptions about what is really going on. Without such verifications, human beings are totally dependent on the sanity of their inner worlds. Furthermore, inadequacy in reality checking destroys trust in persons and institutions. At times, as mentioned earlier, the real and the make-believe become two different worlds that people have to live in, and they will have to cope with the inherent discrepancies. One might not be fully aware of the tensions thereby generated. Yet, they are there, under one’s skin, so to speak, and likely to emerge as dis-identification with the organisation, cynicism, internal unrest, and even explosions of aggression. Regrettably, these are too often diagnosed and dealt with as personal problems. The real causal context in the external world is left undisturbed.

Another element in my turmoil is the deification of performance. Excellent performance, either bluntly stated in financial terms or under the guise of record-breaking achievements, tends to become the ultimate goal at the expense of the overall purpose of organisations, which is to contribute to the of society.

Even children are being pushed around: from school to their music classes, ballet courses, or sports activities. “If you don’t start practising at a very young age, you’ll never make it on any international platform!” Parents are encouraged through gentle social pressures to go with the trends. How moving, is it not, to see parents making personal sacrifices for the “good” of their children or being proud to see them selected to perform on a stage or win a medal? However, the exclusive emphasis on excelling performance deprives human beings of the intrinsic satisfaction and enjoyment of the act of performing.

In the business world, we find management courses and training programmes that can be seen as retreats in this cult. They emphasise the importance of stretching oneself for high performance in a highly competitive world, often with that repeating idea of how gratifying and self-enhancing it feels to be the best, to win. It is as if employees at work are athletes, continuously engaged in a competitive sport. Funnily though, although excelling in performance is presented as so self-gratifying and self-enhancing, business courses continue to teach the newest techniques to motivate people, reward them, and, of course, to control the performance of these very same enthusiastic, dedicated employees!

The god of performance—like most gods—demands sacrifices. For some, it means giving up pleasure, or care for colleagues, in order “to make it”, to “pursue one’s talents”, or simply to serve the performance god. The pressures to make “sacrifices” take various forms: some subtle, some more blunt. The performance god likes you to replace honest negative emotions with positive feelings and thoughts, so you will turn potential clients into actual buyers, all to the detriment of being authentic. Straying away from authenticity, however, is not so far removed from giving up integrity.

The undue appeal to duty and compassion in the healthcare professions often seeks to extract extra efforts from professionals while increasing time pressure to “serve” a fixed number of patients (or beds!). Demands for working overtime and being reachable twenty-four hours a day (even during holidays) are considered legitimate, along with an implicit threat of losing one’s job. Unfortunately, all of these sacrifices cut deep into people’s psychic health and social life. One might lose honesty, invent short-cuts, and manipulate data. One might become deprived of “mental free time” to care for the education of one’s children and balance work and family life. Not surprisingly, more and more people want to retire early, either to get away from work or because they feel unable to continue to work in their workplaces at an “old” age. Others disidentify with their organisation and the make-believe to protect their real selves, or they start looking for other meaningful activities beyond what we used to call “being employed”. Still others “dislocate” themselves, behaving in one way in the workplace, either as a manager or a ordinary employee, and behaving quite differently in other social settings, as if they are two different persons.

I think some have forgotten the relevance of the field studies conducted by Eric Trist and Ken Bamforth (1951) in the early years of the Tavistock Institute. These action researchers discovered that coalminers had the ability to optimise technological demands as well as their own social requirements to realise economical objectives. They took the technical and economical realities into account and optimised their requirements with their social needs. In this way, they maintained their wholeness as human beings. These findings became the basis for socio-technical systems thinking and work systems design in Europe, the USA, and even India. Since the early 1960s, more supportive evidence has come up showing that there is no natural incompatibility between humanness and performance. Even more, under certain conditions and to a certain extent, performance and humanness do actually enhance one another. The challenge for all of us is to create those conditions and secure that balance. Maximising performance at the expense of well-being, or vice versa, eventually leads to social disintegration.

Another set of observations has twisted into a troubling concern, which I label individualisation, the processes of turning human beings into individuals as if they can exist in a void of social relations. The phenomena are not new. They have been studied before. However, they have not had the desired impact to counter the trend. Some of these individualisation processes start early and later gain increasing strength in working life.

The opening up of the labour market for married women created opportunities for emancipation, for social and personal growth, and for making an extra income, needed or not, to raise children and enjoy a healthy income. But there is also a price to be paid. When both parents are working, the care of their children, most frequently, is outsourced to nurseries, day- and child-care centres. I wonder what the impact of moving babies around between working parents, nurseries, day-care centres, and/or grandparents is on attachment and belonging? Various studies show that these infants become independent at a much earlier age than those raised in families. Yet, without being nostalgic, one has come to question this early independence. Is this but a manifest layer covering their tendencies to adjust quickly and get the best out of changing relations? Is it a more self-centred attitude? The opening up of the family at a very young age might well weaken the dependency on parental authority, but are these children, once youngsters, better equipped to deal with the peer pressures to “be in and be with” the trends of talking, thinking, dressing, and valuing?

Although work is essentially social in nature, many organisations are endorsing individualisation. In fact, it has become a standard practice to conceive the individual as a “dissectible resource”. The frequent changes in response to turbulent environments, such as strategic restructuring and changes in management, redesigns of work systems, the introduction of new technologies, relocations, mergers, and acquisitions, raise the demands on human flexibility. It is almost inevitable that these changes entail breaking up work relations and establishing new ones. The latter becomes more difficult, the more frequently and painfully relations have to be given up. From experience, managers have learnt that recognising the person in a social context, that is, as a product of relationships of the past, the present and the future, and as operating in a socio-economical and technological setting, becomes an annoying obstacle to getting the work (re)organised or fast organisational changes implemented. To further increase flexibility, work systems are dissolved and cut up into chunks of work, which are easy to assign to (replaceable) individuals whose performance can be securely controlled and individually rewarded. Or, when needed, the chunks can readily be contracted out or cancelled as a company activity.

Some people thrive on job-hopping, trying to make a career by “following their talents”. The hiring companies thereby show their employees that work relations and tacit knowledge of the business are less relevant than their belief that new and “uncompromising talents” enhance financial results. On the other hand, people low in employ-ability become more dependent and submissive in tolerating harsh and unfair working conditions under threats of losing their job, especially in a depressed labour market. When worse comes to worst, the individual employee is left alone to hold on to his/her job or find a new one.

Many organisations have pushed the individualisation processes even further, eroding work from a social activity to a job that is individually rewarded, or to the conception of an individual as an impersonal set of competences, even as a computer to be loaded and downloaded. This conception of the human being as a computer is mutually constitutive (e.g., the information technology and the human being using it). It can be found in new software programmes made for downloading the ideas of people without the need to discuss them in a (boring) meeting (Milian, 2012).

Some forms of individualisation seem to be a response to complexity. People reduce their interest and engagement in the world to those things they can readily influence. This withdrawal into one’s own restricted world of direct influence can be seen as dissociation. The individual concerned may enjoy a less complex environment and a more peaceful life, but the dissociation creates free space for those in power positions to impose their views on the powerless and the self-made helpless.

The individualisation processes seem to be hard to stop, or even to attenuate, despite the overwhelming evidence that social relations at work have a marked positive effect on turnover, happiness, absenteeism, and productivity. Something as simple as having a friend at work to whom one can talk in confidence is a distinguishing feature of high performing organisations. “High levels of social support predict longevity as reliably as regular exercise does, and low social support is as damaging as high blood pressure” (Achor, 2012). Providing social support is even more beneficial than receiving it. It is common sense that all this requires a level of stability, some desirable organisational purposes, and work designs that cater to identity and a sense of belonging.

Disturbing phenomena like high employee turnover, burnout, absenteeism, difficult to handle persons, and various forms of aggression, such as bullying, “scapegoating”, and discrimination, tend to be conceived as “individual” problems. As such, they can easily be handled by either removing/firing the aggressor/perpetrator, or by sending the “victim” or sufferer to an external coach. This conception and “treatment” of “personal problems”, abstracted from its real context, allows organisations and even society to consider itself “problem free”. Nothing in the organisation, its management, culture, procedures, and work designs is questioned.

Coaching is such a general concept that you and I do not know what to expect from those practices. With few exceptions, they have one common denominator: the individual is the focal point of attention. The organisational context is left out or, exceptionally, included as perceived through the eyes of the client/coachee. The client in this contextual vacuum too easily becomes a rich territory for “psycholo-gising”. While the individual may learn from coaching, the required improvements to the situation back home are left to the coachees themselves. The same must be said about training programmes for individuals to increase their resistance to stress, to become more resilient, mindful, or to engage in meditation. However beneficial these programmes might be to the individuals, at least temporarily, the attention and results are not system-wide. .

Why are these programmes and coaching sessions so popular? I assume that sending troubled or difficult persons for outside help has a somewhat hidden benefit for the managers/sponsors. They do not have to question their own practices and they are relieved not to have “difficult personal talks” with their employees. Difficult personal conversations can further be avoided by investing in technologies that substitute “unpleasant confrontations” with another human being with a computer printout. No time for uncomfortable explorations into why employees show up late, or even work late, and no personal confrontations about unprofessional behaviour or disrespecting company values. Even healthcare organisations do not shy away from the required financial investment to install such “depersonalising systems”. If the organisation has designed out all difficult personal conversations with their employees, how do you expect them to have human conversations with their clients or patients? Are the most dedicated employees not pushed to live and work in two worlds: the impersonal one of the organisation and the personal one of care?

So far, it is my personal concerns that put me to work. But the book is not a rant on current practices in organisations and educational institutions. It would deny the laudable efforts of many managers, particularly those in family businesses, and social scientists in their teaching and/or consulting assignments. Neither does it intend to glorify the past.

Humanness in Organisations is a big title. It encompasses a variety of themes that can be studied from different perspectives. We have reduced the scope to a few issues or subjects that fit with the aim of the book. Its aim is twofold. First, we would like to sharpen the critical spirit of our readers, and, second, to provide some “actionable know-ledge” that is useful in our work as managers, consultants, and academics. Both intents are insatiable; yet, they stand out as prerequisites for effective and responsible work in a turbulent world in transition.

A critical mind relies on the capacity and willingness to be in touch with oneself and to reflect on what is going on in society, in particular regarding the developments in society that are taken for granted, and our own involvement in them. However, one cannot develop that requisite self-awareness and critical look at what is going on all by oneself. Human beings need other trusted persons to open up self-confined reflections, and to enrich their perspectives to appreciate trends and practices. This is one of the benefits of belonging to a small group of honest and critical professionals.

“Consequence thinking” is an essential ingredient of critical thinking. Claes Planthaber, a Swedish colleague, once told me about his experience with the Iroquois, an Indian tribe, in which he was confronted with their concept of the “Seventh Generation”. Their 800–900-year-old constitution has a reputation for its elegance in thinking of and managing the hardest possible situations. The Seventh Generation is a fundamental “Probierstein”, or touchstone, for all choices and decisions that might be, or become, of a strategic nature, now or later. Each generation is responsible for the people to come in the seventh generation following their own. In this way, every generation is caring and being cared for regarding their living circumstances. Would it not be wise to add some reflective “consequence thinking” to our results-orientated behaviour also? Depending on the kind of actions and the context, our second thoughts or reflections might lead us to explore the likely consequences in quite other dimensions than just excelling in performance or individual freedom: for example, the likely socio-economical, ecological, societal, and/or political implications, now and for future generations. These reflective considerations become inevitably mixed with our values, implicit in our appreciations, judgements, actions, and non-action.

The second intent of the book is to share with you some selected written contributions that generate “actionable knowledge”. Argyris (1996) coined this notion to mean knowledge that is understandable and can be used by most people without additional training. Perry (2012) talks about “useable knowledge”, knowledge that “… meets users’ priorities and needs and is research of high scientific quality” (p. 479). It has internal and external validity, and contextual realism (i.e., a broader audience can accept and apply it). Other voices in the social sciences are now pleading to engage in “actionable research”. However, contributing to the body of actionable knowledge is not easy, especially in the field of psychodynamics. All too often, the psychodynamic approach is seen as predominantly focused on intrapsychic work, thereby neglecting the real conditions human beings are exposed to; conditions that might lie at the heart of the problems. Another trap in the psychodynamic literature is the number of studies explaining why things happened the way they did after the fact. Such “understanding” is informative, and interesting, but when it stops here, without any suggestion or proposal of how the disruptive or distressing behaviour could be prevented or brought back to acceptable proportions, it is far from being actionable knowledge.

Actionable knowledge is not simply a set of recipes to apply to research findings. Actionable knowledge most often requires a good touch of creative thinking to integrate it with the specifics of the situation. Consequently, by providing chapters describing some examples of how conditions can be created to improve systems, we hope to trigger your creative thinking to develop your own innovative interventions in real context.

With these risks in mind, we nevertheless chose to take a psychodynamic or “clinical” perspective in this book, because we do believe that such an approach can be rich in generating actionable knowledge and thinking. “Clinical”, here, does not refer to psychopathology, but to its special meaning of understanding the uniqueness of a situation to be able to take action. Consequently, we are not very concerned with generating universal principles to control social systems or with advocating so-called “best practices”. In addition, psychodynamic and clinical approaches bring a special human quality to our practices. It includes providing time and space to reconcile the inner world of needs, aspirations, experiences, and fear with the realities in the outer world. But, it does not end with that. On the contrary, it leads to the mobilisation of energy and knowledge to change unhealthy working conditions and degrading systems, not simply in order to solve, or even resolve, human and social problems, but to create conditions for developing well-being. To realise requisite whole system changes, psychodynamic approaches borrow from, and build on, other disciplines, such as systems thinking, organisational behaviour and development, and anthropology.

I am pleased to share the thinking of a selection of international authors. Each of them enjoys an established reputation in the broad field of consulting organisations with a psychodynamic or “clinical” perspective. Their studies are grouped in two parts. In Part I, “Taking a closer look”, the chapters focus on the more subtle dynamics in work organisations, educational institutions, and society which create new fields of tensions that hamper well-being, development, and authenticity. By unveiling these dynamics, the authors draw our attention to specific trends and practices and open our minds for what can be done, either in terms of practices or further research, or what should be stopped, to counter the negative consequences for people, now and in the future.

In Part II, “Thoughts and ideas for the practice”, the chapters deal with experiences, with approaches, and alternative designs that enable the development of the involved people and their organisation on the one hand, or bring humanness to life in the working relationships of one’s managing, consulting or educational activities, on the other. All contributions have one solid element in common. They present ways of working and relating with the whole human being. They bring together what has been fragmented: the rational and the emotional, the body and mind, performance and psychic health in a healthy organisation. Working with the human employee as a whole person in his socio- economical setting and with a life of his own puts human resource and competence management in a quite different frame.

Humanness in organisations is a broad and complex domain. The presented thoughts and ideas do not provide solid solutions, they point to opportunities and choices: choices of actions within the area of our own competences and authority to make organisations more humane and effective in creating well-being. Maybe these ideas are small steps that we can hope will open boundaries in thinking and stimulate us to join efforts in creating a sustainable, socially desirable future.
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PART I
 TAKING A CLOSER LOOK





Introduction


Leopold Vansina

 

 

 

 

 


We do not often have the time or energy to take a deeper look at life in the organisations we manage, the workplaces we design, or the activities we are engaged in as consultants, academics, and researchers. The chapters in this part of the book guide us in thoughtful reflections by the sharing of experiences, observations, and studies of social scientists from France, the Netherlands, and the USA. Some studies might touch on indignation or disbelief. Others might point to gaps and neglect in research and consulting practices. At times, the unveiling of some underlying dynamics might affirm what we already suspected. Whatever it is, if we can sit with and hold on to these “strange” ideas and probably uncomfortable feelings about what should not be done, our creative thinking will be activated to invent alternative practices and come up with ideas about what to do to bring more humanness into organisational life. What conditions can be created that foster psychic and organisational health, which studies need to fill the gaps we see in consulting organisations and in the teaching of managers and social scientists?

Some chapters are aimed more directly at one category of readers: managers, consultants, academics, or researchers. However, all are of general interest and useful for sharpening our critical thinking.

In Chapter One, “Psychic imprisonment and its release within organisations and working relationships”, Gilles Amado unveils the various attempts that organisations bring to bear on their employees to strengthen their hold on them. Participation as a form of social engineering, the destruction of professionalism, alibis to impose change, the fabrication of heroes and manipulation of emotions are all tricky practices. These techniques aim not only at engaging the skills and the knowledge of employees, but also their minds, values, and emotional lives. Here, we come close to what Goffman called “total institutions”, that is, organisations that completely control the physical and emotional life of their employees. Yet, in such organisations, individual alienation is never absolute, as most of their members might preserve an authentic self by either de-identification with the organisation, taking a sort of ethnographic distance, irony, cynicism, and all sorts of secret and tactical ways, either individual or collective, to resist the capture of their intimate identity.

In Chapter Two, “Work, management, and psychic health”, Dominique Lhuilier draws our attention to the most often neglected issue of work and its impact on psychic health. Psychic health is neither seen as the absence of illness, nor as a state of complete physical or mental well-being. Furthermore, it has less to do with the capacity to adapt to environments, but more with the power to create the environment a human being desires. First, a profound analysis is provided of contemporary forms of psychopathology of work in environments that are characterised by increased pressure to perform, along with a decrease in available means and resources to respond properly. Second, the study directs attention to managerial controls, the dominant discourse, and institutional systems put in place to “treat” suffering at work, all of which guide the categorisation of subjective experience and the demand for individual treatment. Engaging external coaches/therapists further contributes to the concealment of the links between the experienced problems and work. In addition, many debilitating effects of problematic psychic health and work still belong essentially to the field of public health and social work, which dilutes the fact that preventative work is an essential part of the responsibilities of consultants and managers. They are the ones in a position to create conditions for professionals and employees to rethink the workplace and allow for the co-creation of work. This is equally true for the enhancement of the beneficial effects of work (e.g., the reintegration) for ex-psychiatric patients, for the mentally and physically handicapped, and for marginalised people.

In Chapter Three, “Approaching twenty-first century, information-based organisations”, James Krantz looks into some fundamental changes in the way organisations are managed and how work is organised: less hierarchy and more collaboration, shifting relationships, more global markets and re-sourcing, virtual teams in dispersed, decentralised enterprises, and computer-mediated work. Together, these factors begin to offer a descriptive framework for understanding the dilemmas of contemporary organisations. The purpose of this chapter is to study the emerging features of twenty-first century organisations and to raise questions of how research and consultation from a systems psychodynamic perspective must adapt to remain relevant. In doing so, it explores some of the dilemmas posed for consultation practices, including the dilution or diminishment of sentience, increasing difficulties to arrive at a reflective, balanced, integrated stance (depressive position), and the place of social defence systems in fostering integrated, productive, developmental work environments.

Krantz explores a new conceptual frame in system psychodynamics to enable humanity to develop in these emerging, “modern”, information-based organisations.

In Chapter Four, “Are we losing the group in the study of group dynamics? Three illustrations”, Sandra Schruijer investigates the decreasing interest in group dynamics; more precisely, in learning to work with dynamic processes, partly beneath the surface, that emerge when human beings are interdependent for achieving a given task. Has one forgotten the history of social sciences, or does one blindly follow the currents of societal trends? In either case, preference is given to inventories that “typify individuals”, as if one thereby has gained proficiency in working in, and with, groups. Universities push research in social psychology towards experimental social psychology, into settings that are far removed from daily reality, and often with a focus on individual behaviour, away from the social. This is a general trend that is widely affecting education and research at university levels, thereby depriving future generations of becoming familiar with a rich body of knowledge.

Sandra Schruijer’s study points to the need to research the impact of economical and societal forces on the social sciences, their research and their practices, and evaluates how this affects the forthcoming generations.
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