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E HEALTHY WORK ENVIRONMENT

HEALTHY

ENVIRONMEN

BY ROBERT KIRBY

many times have you been in a con-
H O W versation where somebody has
moaned about their work? It’s often

not the work itself but the work environment that antagonises
them. Individuals and the organisations they work for pay the
price for toxic work environments. As the population turns to
holistic methods to heal themselves, so, too, is the corporate
community investing in holistic business solutions.
Enlightened business practices are on the increase because
they make good business sense. Innovation, adaptability and
integrity enable businesses to thrive in a rapidly-changing
social and business climate. There is an emerging equality
between leaders and followers. Brutally honest and respect-
ful feedback, from the bottom up and back down again, is
being encouraged. The following outlines some of the major
obstacles and tips for achieving a healthy work environment.

Challenge to excel
Businesses of the 21st century must excel to survive. Be it
small business or corporation, leaders of today know they
must bring excellence to all areas to succeed or even survive.
The greatest opportunity to achieve excellence is through
providing a healthy work environment for all employees.
Since people today spend so much time at work, the organi-
sation’s culture represents a sort of family system that
reflects each person’s personal life and the dynamics of their
childhood family, This cannot be escaped or overlooked by
any organisation, as the environment becomes too toxic. Just
like many of the families we grew up in, employees who are
treated as special or favourites by those at the top remind us
of our siblings. They are resented and gossiped about. Some
employees may work harder to prove themselves and
become stressed, sick or suffer burnout. Their performance
will diminish from a lack of appreciation, support or
acknowledgement of their contribution. They may feel
unseen and unheard. They will suffer and truly become vic-
tims of a toxic system.

Other employees who are not touted as favourites will
rebel in covert ways. They will work the minimum amount

© Universsl Wellbeing Good Health 2005




I
HEALTHY WORK ENVIRONMENT 53 | |




E HEALTHY WORK ENVIRONMENT

of hours and deliver mediocre work. They covertly gossip in
a way that spreads half-truths, which undermines the lead-
ers and those they perceive as the ‘favourite’ employees —
just as they competed with family members as children.

A certain amount of healthy competition is desirable and it's
a normal human response to be jealous of top performers. But
it's when hard-working, loyal employees are overlooked and
their talents not developed that they become discouraged.

Workplace as a family system

More and more evidence has surfaced that depicts organisa-
tions as a family system. From our childhood we experienced
a way of dealing with the world through our experiences
with our mother, father, siblings, friends, teachers and other
authority figures. Our conflicts, distorted conclusions, beliefs
about ourselves and the roles we play are transferred onto
others as adults. In other words, most people experience peo-
ple on the job in a similar manner that they experienced their
family of origin. “They keep assuming they’re in the same
constellation of roles and so repeat patterns of behaviour,”

THE INABILITY TO RESOLVE NEGATIVE TRANSFERENCE
IN ALL ORGANISATIONS AND BUSINESSES IS THE
MOST DESTRUCTIVE FORCE THAT EXISTS TODAY.

says organisational consultant Kenneth Eisold.

This concept of transference comes from psychology but it
affects all of us. We are usually not conscious of these pat-
terns until they are brought to our attention. For example, if
you had a father who did not give you support and approval
as a child and you have not resolved the problem, you may
unconsciously expect this behaviour from a male boss at
work. You could set up situations with the boss where you
end up feeling overlooked and unappreciated in a distorted
way. You end up feeling hostility towards the boss that truly
belongs to your father. In this instance, you may need coach-
ing or counselling to clear up the problem, rather than blam-
ing the boss or quitting your job.

Another example would be if you had a mother who was
overprotective. She may have done everything for you and
wanted to make decisions for you. This may carry over to a
female boss at work. You may interpret all the boss's guid-
ance and training opportunities as control and suppression
because you expect this from mature women who remind
you of your mother. You end up butting heads with the boss
because of your unfinished issues with your mother.

Other typical transference dynamics in the workplace
include sibling rivalry and competition with co-workers for
promotions and approval. If it becomes fierce or even vin-
dictive, it may have more to do with your brother or sister
than the workplace. Leaders in the workplace who are not
aware of transference could unwittingly abuse their power.
Some leaders had a younger brother or sister who outper-
formed them as a child in school or sport. They may distort
situations where loyal and ambitious subordinates desire to
grow and contribute; perceiving them as deceptively
attempting to betray or replace the boss. The clash may result
in suppression and loss of key employees.

The previous examples of negative transference all too often
create a toxic or unhealthy work environment. One way nega-
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tive transference can be resolved is through healthy and aware
leaders who possess emotional intelligence; awareness of how
they come across, and authentic empathy for the feelings of the
employees. The idea is to keep the transference as positive as
possible. This is very challenging, to say the least. The inability
to resolve negative transference in all organisations and busi-
nesses is the most destructive force that exists today. It is the
underlying cause of the abuse of power, misunderstandings,
inability of staff to communicate effectively, poor customer serv-
ice, absenteeism, employee theft, stress-related illness and
underachievement. According to business consultant Michael
Maccoby, “No leader or business owner will ever be able to
completely control his followers’ unconscious motivations.
Transference is too deeply ingrained in human nature for that.”

Tips for creating positive transference

» The first step is to know yourself. Obtain a mentor, coach or
therapist and get reality checks from family, colleagues and
business associates as to how to handle specific problems.

» When the organisation’s dynamics become toxic, obtain out-

side consultants (or if a small business, obtain

a coach) who thoroughly understand transfer-

ence and have training in its resolution.

Frequently, outside expertise can quickly

reduce hostility by communicating the organ-

isational distortions in a diplomatic and sensi-
tive manner.

* Bond the staff to your vision in a positive manner by
revealing your strengths and weaknesses. Make yourself
human by telling them why you value them and how their
strengths augment your shadow or unevolved qualities.

* Develop emotional intelligence for the entire organisation
through awareness and empathy training.

Addressing toxic stress

The most common pitfall to achieving organisational health
is the toxic stress created by relentless pressure from the top,
which flows through the entire system. Dealing with stress is
related to ‘allostasis’ or the balance between good stress and
bad stress.

“We need stress to survive. Life would be pretty dull if we
didn’t have stress or challenges in our life,” claims Professor
Bruce McEwen of Rockefeller University. “Our body’s immune
system is actually enhanced by the stress response.” The good
stress comes from the para-sympathetic nervous system. We
invite challenge to achieve and it inspires us. This focus or ‘zone
experience’ comes from this type of intensity. The bad stress (or
toxic stress) is really being ‘stressed out’. It comes from over-
whelming pressure and overwork. It is a state of anxiety,
frustration, anger, burnout and exhaustion. It is an indication
of prolonged overload, which elevates your allostatic load. The
nervous system is struck in a ‘sympathetic state’ of contraction.
Many smart people are underperforming in the modern busi-
ness world because they are in overload. Psychiatrist Edward
Hallowell claims a new phenomenon similar to Attention
Deficit Disorder (ADD) is affecting millions of people. It has
become known as Attention Deficit Trait (ADT). “The core traits
are distractibility, inner frenzy and impatience. People with
ADT have difficulty staying organised, setting priorities and
managing time,” claims Hallowell. The condition is on the rise,
so businesses with awareness of a healthy environment are
beginning to mitigate its potential deleterious long-term effects.






