Oedi pal and sibling dynam cs in organisations
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In a context of rapid change outbreaks of sibling-rivalry
in organisations act as a defence against the inability to
mourn and feel renorse. \Wen changes are inposed on work
teans sibling pre-occupations surface to prevent the
wor ki ng through of the break-down of rel ati ons between
the institutional parents and their dependants. Siblings
al so adopt envy preventing strategies, engaging in
collective self-idealisation by formng sisterhoods or
brot herhoods to protect thenselves from disillusionnment
and i ndividuation. Each succeeding generation has to face
the fact that a prinmus interparis will have to be chosen
to inherit the mantel of power from the parental
generation and restore the world to its “normal” state of
inequality. In the context of recent structural changes in
organi sations the new managers have acted |ike borderline
parents and fostered sibling rivalry. This dynam c has
functioned to deny the guilt and the fear of retaliation
associated with fratricide and matricide commtted during
the "re-engineering" process, when the youngsters sent
their parents into early retirement. | want to explore the
central importance of authority, disillusionnent and
mourning and show that the outbreak and suppression of
sibling rivalry is —connected wth the problem of

transition and succession in organisations.
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Sibling rivalry is part of the figure ground dynamc in
all work-teams and between different sub-groups of an
organi sation. Qur propensity to cling to an internalised
bad sibling object and its re-nenbered resentnent begins
to shape reactions when the boss has been lost or a new
departnmental structure has been inposed. During such
transitions teans and organisations |ose touch with the
depressive position and regress into the primtive world
of part-object relations. Professionals in work groups are
outraged against the injustice of the inposed change,
resort to blame and begin to conmunicate with the help of
projection, splitting and acting out. The m sunder st ood
and rejected child inside, awakened by organisational
change, can only hang on to the inner hurt inflicted by
the internalised parents and siblings, losing touch with
the capacity of the external parents and siblings in the
here and now to show concern. The narcissistic injury of
losing the “fathering” team |eader or the “nothering”
organi sational -culture is projected outwards, the basic
assunption group takes over and defensive nanoeuvres

af fect task perfornance.

In this regressed position a “malignant” work group of
apparently innocent victinms energes and becones the “only
acceptable world” in the mnd of each team nenber

Col | eagues and potential allies are set up to disappoint



by being conpared to an idealised and | ost team and end up
confirmng the fact that the victim of change can do
not hi ng. Team | eaders and the group begin to pick on the
rotten apple within, the selfish-careerist and opportuni st
wi thout, or, worse still, the growm up adult who tries to
work with the opportunity for devel opnent contained in
change. These scapegoats are cathected wth unwanted
feelings towards the bad sibling within an otherw se good
famly and serve as a location point in the group matrix

for a sense of dissociation within the self, the other and

t he worl d.

A transpersonal network of “false” selves cones to
dom nate the team - each nenber begins to focus on
relating only to the denigrated self wi t hin, or

persecutory stranger wi thout. The desired good sibling
who could provide holding and safety and with whom one
could share and play in the face of change, gets excluded
from the currently "known world". Team nmenbers, who have
been infantilised by the inposed change or the |oss of the
| eader, regress into a dyadic fusion in which the boundary
between inside and outside get blurred and the oedi pal
conflict is |eapfrogged with the help of perverted forns
of communication wthin an idealised group ( nother ) and

inrelation to a denigrated external world ( father ).



Only if a good enough parent - figure intervenes and noves
the team on by reconnecting it to a world of work which is
demandi ng and nurturing can the task perfornmers within the
team confront the |abour pains associated with inposed
change. If the team is allowed to stay in the regressed
dyadi c position team nenbers will get trapped in a dynamc
typical of an overdemandi ng nother who asks the baby to
forgo its own needs and develop a false self to assuage
the anxiety associated with being a caring nother. Team
| eaders and nenbers unconsciously begin, in their state of
di ssociation, to believe their helpless view and start to
experience the work group as a failing nother who has

turned from being attuned to doing cannibalistic things.

The world of work takes on the shape of “hell on earth”
and authoritarian and nmagical solutions are sought in

def ence agai nst the “unbearabl eness” of being.

Recent restructuring exercises 1in organisations have
produced a supposed self-ideal for each enployee as
aut ononous, responsible and accountable. Larry Hi rshhorn
has pointed out that the way in which these denmands for an
enforced grow ng-up have been nmade resulted in a new type
of dependency on the changing organisation. Wrk teans
which used to keep basic assunption positions at bay
t hrough conpetent task performance have now settled for

pairing and dependency as a way of I|ife. Consequently,



rel ati onshi ps within t he re- engi neered team are
characterised by the politics of resentnent, thinking and
linking is attacked and nental energy is needed to fend
off what Earl Hopper has <called the fourth basic

assunption of Incohesion / Massification.

| nposed organi sati onal change reproduces the anxiety
ridden nmental state of a baby when it faces the separation
of me and not-ne and needs to nove into the early phase of
the oedipal conflict. An organisation of this type is
characterised by high levels of anxiety about boundary
issues, role strain and nornmative expectations. The
boundary confusion resulting froma transition froman old
to a new way of working has to be worked through. When
this is not done each teamw || get stuck in oral and anal
dynam cs and express needs and aggressive feelings through
phrases like "it isn't fair" and “lI am not going to be
the C nderella around here”. The result is that a
par anoi d-schizoid matrix is woven into the team and its
wor k program everyone colludes in dividing the world in
to victinms and perpetrators, insiders and outsiders,

| oyalists and traitors.

Personal growth in that context is |ocated beyond the
here-and-now and takes on the form of an inmagined escape

or lotto wn. Those that succeed in |leaving the



organi sation trigger envy in those left behind and their
success re-inforces sibling-rivalry and feelings of
i npotence. The process is reflected in the internal world
and team nenbers project destructive feelings outwards and
cathect a lost golden age wth |[|ibidinous energy. Real
energy for change is withdrawmm form the team and work
becones a form of purgatory. As a doctor in a GP group put
it: " If it wasn't for my two sessions at Broadnoor, |

would go mad in this surgery.™

Sibling rivalry can also function as a defence against
disillusionment and the reality of death, msfortune and
inequality. The internalised oedipal relationships, which
get transfered into the organisation, help to retain an
inability to mourn and protect the sib-group fromthe |oss
of a leader and the disintegration of cherished ideals.
These transference relationships protect those affected
from having to own their collusion in bringing about the
undesired change. It is a manic flight from the pain of
having lost the attuned parent and an ideal view of how
life in institutions should be. In organisations when the
| eader has “died” or a lifetime’'s habit of working is |ost
the capacity for thinking and real dialogue is also |ost
and replaced by rage and collective self-idealisations.
The team noves into the position of a group of abandoned

children who have to triangulate on their own and face the



task of delegating the role of the |eader to one brother
or sister. Rites of passage such as prinogeniture, which
kinship systenms use to negotiate a transition, are often
unavai lable to organisations and the absence of such
contai nment sets free powerful feelings of envy and
rejection. The resultant anxiety in the organisation is
def ended against by envy-prevention strategies |ike ever
tighter nonitoring procedures and the construction of a
"virtual reality world" of policy docunents. Siblings, as
parents in waiting, give thenselves the power of the ol der
parent but they fear being overwhelnmed by duty and
project the burden of the super- ego onto an external and
i deal i sed paper world. The “father” in many organisations
has truly becone a “paper tiger”. Relationships in the
dependent position beconme increasingly sado-masochistic
and those trapped in them use jargon to construct a facade

of verbal “enpowernent” and control

The new generation of bosses inhabits a basic assunption
position of sibling-rivalry where the parent is still
needed as an object of blame. These “immature” grown-ups
can be found in the public sector and in private
conpanies. The process of replacing the |leader in
organi sations has recently been nade nore volatile by
“doubl e-bind recruitnent policies” through the “unfair”

use of head-hunters and the introduction of “fair”



sel ection procedures which propose that the world can be
made equal by adherence to an inagined correct |ine. These
m xed nessages breed a nmultitude of “fal se” selves
rooted in the idea of an idealised “leader” or a perfect
si sterhood and brotherhood. These shared self-objects help
to deny difference and try to neet the need for group
cohesion and ideol ogi cal hygi ene. In a context of
i nsecurity, due to job |osses or over zeal ous canpaigns
of political <correctness, the nost volatile, the nost
perfectionist and the nost power-hungry - not the nost
capabl e and conpetent siblings - becone the new hol ders of
parental power. My own generation is now ruled by
“enpowered” siblings who turned into Thatcher’s children
Those who are left out of the gains as “di eenpowered”
cannot square their “step-sibs” with the inheritance of
68. What we did then to our parents has now been visited

upon us.

The Primary Health Care Team

| was asked by a Health Authority to help a Primary Health
Care Team (PHCT) cone to terns with the recent changes in
the NHS. | provided a research-cumconsultancy process
which included eight group sessions and a role
consul tancy. When the group work started | found all the
synptonms of inposed change. The demand to grow up had

produced a dyadic relationship between a helpless child



(PHCT) and an ailing environmental nother (NHS). The
supposed victins in the team and the reviled perpetrators
in the bureaucracy were trapping thenselves in a
denigratory relationship. The stress levels in the group
were high and performance and creativity was |ow Beyond
the presenting problenms | discovered a sao-masochistic
rel ati onship between the group and its |eader. The nost
seni or nenber of the group was waiting to get out of
general practice due to his apparent inability to cope
with the introduction of the new GP contract. He
unconsciously colluded wth keeping the ghost of his
predecessor alive. This ghost was used by the burnt-out
successor, the practice manager and the peer group of the
junior partners as a super- ego before whose eyes any

real pretender to the throne was found wanting.

The group sessions revealed a suffocating culture of
politeness in the practice. The tragic - conedy of
manners between staff and doctors functioned to deny
rivalry and envy. By default the parental role in the
practice was abdicated to the practice nmanager - the
wi cked step-mother - who alternately functioned as a
nmessi ah and scapegoat. She synbolised the enchantnent of
the | ost golden age and legitimsed her power by pairing
with the ghost of the dead father. Wen her authority was

chal l enged she evoked the idealised pair and denigrated



her adopted brood. The split off good |eader was mrrored
by the bad and exhausted senior partner in the group. In
the “good ol d days” he woul d have taken over and basked in
the glory of seniority for a limted nunber of vyears
bef ore handing over to the next generation. Such ideas are
“old fashioned” now and the senior partner ended up
waiting for his retirement in a resigned way whilst
watching the potential successors avoid the issues of
patricide and disinheritance. Through the group process it
was possible to re-integrate this weak father into the
practice and triangul ati on becanme possible. The w sdom of
his experience was used to nodify ideas for the
noderni sation of the practice and “attuned” the pace of

change to the human needs of the team

The second dynam c adopted by the doctors to prevent the
outbreak of sibling rivalry was the abdication of
j udgenment and responsibility. Instead of integrating the
task and enotional level, team nenbers sought to avoid
m stakes and role differentiation by adhering to very
strict procedures. It was vital to use the group setting
as a container for the integration of the split off
aggressive and rivalrous feelings and help the PHCT face
t he oedipal conflict which was reawakened by the reforns.
Earl Hopper's contribution to the London workshop hel ped

me make sense of the unconscious conflict in the group and

10



expl ai ned the secondary gain from not facing issues |inked
to rivalry, fratricide and nmatricide. He argued that the
arrival of the new group nenber triggers a frightening
victi mperpetrator dynamc and suggested that the new
group nenber is forced into the position of the "chosen
one". The new object beconmes the target of intense envy
which mrrors the projective interactions between the
anti-Semte and his intended victim |If this is generally
true then the team which has to accommpdate new ideas or
a different |eader, has an interest in killing off the
enbodi nent of change. If the change agent is inposed from
outside a culture of policing and punishnment is devel oped
by the group. The result is a collusive system of
perpetrators, victinms and bystanders which trap each other
in perverse forns of relationships and conmunication. The
focus of attention shifts from effectiveness to conformty

and treachery.

Par ki ng Enf or cenment

The Thatcherite governnents introduced refornms to the
state sector which were designed to overconme restrictive
practices. A system called Conmpul sory Conmpetitive
Tendering was introduced and work teanms were split into
purchasers and providers of services. The allocation of
wor k became subject to the market, the purchasers defined

and costed the tasks and then advertised a contract for
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the work. Their ex-colleagues in the provider team had to
bid for the tender of their own work against outside
conpanies and were forced to relinquish any restrictive
practices in order to win the contract and save their
j obs. The provider team was judged on comrercial criteria
and the group needed to form a trading conmpany in the
context of having been disinherited and feeling |Iike

unwant ed chil dren.

The parking enforcenent team | worked with had becone
subject to this process. The team defended against the
threat to its existence by regressing into a pre-verbal
relationship with the world. The market forces exposed the
way various sub-groups wthin the departnent had used
self-idealisation, splitting and denigration to maintain a
regine which favoured hard-line union nmenbers and
di senfranchi sed those who wanted to manage and nodernise
the service. CCT mrrored the split and divided the new
group into favoured purchasers and rejected providers
resulting in a part-object universe in which the provider
group becane unable to relate to the self, the other and
the parental world of the organisation in anything other

t han a paranoi d-schi zoid way.

| was called in as “the psychologist” when team nenbers

finally gave vent to their frustrations and started to
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express thenselves through panic attacks, aggression
towards notorists and a flood of grievances. The
organi sation had | abelled the team as incapable of w nning
the contract, the senior nmanager w shed the group dead and
want ed t hem puni shed by being sold off. However, the newy
el ected I|abour councillors wanted their in-house work
force to win the contract. | was given carte blanche to
hel p the team achieve this goal and ended up reconnecting
all levels of the organisation through ny intervention by
using the whole range of psychoanalytic nethods: snal

groups, individual role consultancy and |arge groups. This
i ntegrated approach was designed to |locate the dis-ease in
the systenmis matrix, reconnect perceived victins and
perpetrators in a dialogue and facilitate the building up
of sufficient trust to enable key-players to re-engage
with reality. The project took over a year to conplete and

in the end the contract was won.

For a long time | was confused by this teamas its nenbers
persistently attacked any attenpt to think and connect.
Before | could help the supervisors, in their weekly snal

group, develop a transpersonal network and before ego-
training in action could take place, | too had to survive
and be contained and held. Wuat helped nme were the
nmet aphors and thoughts  of ot her anal ysts. Estella

Welldon's ideas on dead siblings and their effect on

13



primary and secondary groups nade ne see what |ay behind
some of the self-destructive behaviour which characterised
the interactions between staff and managers. She
denonstrates how new children becone a palliative for the
nother in order to alleviate the pain of having lost a
baby. Instead of nmourning the loss the parents try to
repair the damage through a "quick fix pregnancy” with the
result that the new child and the nother get |ocked into a
fantasised synbiotic relationships. The nother remains
attached to the dead baby and projects its inagined
devel opment into the real infant. The baby starts to
construct an imaginary fusion wth an idealised but
unattuned nother. This type of nothering can have
devastating results l|eading to the devel opnent of

sexual i sed, enmeshed and unheal thy rel ati onshi ps.

The parking enforcenment team showed all the hall marks of
such transfered famly dynamcs for they related in a
canni balistic, incestuous and self-destructive way. The
seni or managers had withdrawn in the face of such an angry
bunch of unwanted children. The sib-group of supervisors
had begun to devour each other by |odging conplaints with
per sonnel and demanded committees of inquiry when sonebody
in the peer-group had made the slightest mstake. The
system colluded with this pre-verbal culture of out-rage

by suspending anybody who had been accused without
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recourse to any arbitration. The team turned into a G eek
drama with the chorus of silent bystanders, content to
watch the heroes and anti-heroes devour each other. The
enactnent dramatised everyone’'s fear of annihilation
connected with the conpetitive tendering process and in
that sense it nmade sense. The siblings |lost through
grievances, conplaints and restructuring exercises were
not nourned but instantly replaced with fresh recruits.
The lost one’'s were envied for “getting out of hell” and
t he panicky way these coll eagues were replaced set up the
next sadistic-masochistic drama or justified nore autistic
self-mutilation. There was no space to think in for the
team the abused and abusers re-peated the trauma and were

lost to the real world.

In this world of Beta-Elements team nenbers could not
consciously face up to the threat of change, t hey
preferred attacking thenselves and their helper to being
anni hilated by others. From this flowed an inability to
perform basic tasks and an obsession with the inmage of
their anticipated failure. | accepted the projections and
held the group by just being there, wthout understanding
how we could nove into a whole - object relations
universe. On ny search for “transitional ideas” | read
Janine Chasseguet-Smrgel’s work on perversion and

creativity. Her netaphors finally enabled nme to piece
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together the fragnments of the teanis story into a coherent
narrati ve and exchangeabl e | anguage. She proposes that we
all have a perverse core which cones to dom nate our
personalities in extreme si tuati ons. The par ki ng
enforcement team tried to deal wth the threat of
anni hil ation posed by CCT with the perverse parts of their
personalities and w shed away all values and order. The
perverse defence allowed themto regress to a primal chaos
which could serve to re-invent the world in the imge of

the Marqui s de Sade.

People trapped in this position relate to the world and
each other within the confines of the anal universe. The
Sadi an character wants to avoid the pain associated wth
the oedipal conflict by redefining what is pure as dirty
and what is polluted as sacred. | experienced the group
for many sessions as a gigantic gut which redigested all
psychic material in such a way that it could be spewed out
as faeces. It felt like sitting in a baby peer group which
had not l|earnt yet that faeces are socially defined as
i mpur e. The gr oup experi nment ed creatively and
destructively with “its own shit” and hoped that all this
waste could becone a primal soup out of which one could
reconstruct the world in a wshed for and anxiety free
way. It seened that they wanted to alternate between being

the innocent victins of an evil conspiracy or acting out
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as an omipotent and vengeful Bl akeian god whose need is
to destroy the basic building blocks of social order and

psychol ogi cal integrity.

The categories we use to structure and differentiate the
social world such as parents, children, enployers and
enpl oyees were deconstructed and fused. The need to
abolish all differences and replace existing hierarchies
with an anal universe in which all particles are equal and
deserving of redenption amobunted to a collective delusion
which was designed to get feelings of inadequacy,
castration, |oss, absence and death wunder control. The
team wished to free itself from the law of the land and
the parental world of the organisation. The work in the
group was that of disillusionnment, reillusionnent, holding
and containing. Being there, putting the group before the
individual in a containing way is an art lost to the

“noder ni sed” manager
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The Further Education Coll ege

The College had to cope with a new system of funding and
resource allocation which prevented duplication and
exposed splits between senior and m ddl e nmanagers. The new
financial arrangenents demanded team work and exposed the
unconsci ous nethod used for maintaining a divide and rule
cul ture. Seni or and m ddl e managers were vying with each
other to leave territorial defences intact. Team |eaders
and heirs in waiting were locked into a confortable
pairing relationship with their preferred nmanager and
mrrored the dynam cs between parents and overprotected
chi | dren. The  speci al relationship entitled mddle
managers to an "unfair" allocation of the resources and
burdened them with debts of gratitude. These debts were
called in when the senior nanagers thenselves had to
deliver on some major new initiative and becanme subject to
close nmonitoring fromthe College Principal. The collusive
system produced high levels of resentnent and paral ysed

the creativity needed to deal with a changed environnent.

Group sessions were set up in order to explore new forns
of co-operation. The group process revealed that oedi pal
and adol escent dynam cs deepened by the financial reforns
had followed on the heels of a forced institutional

nerger. The break-down between two Heads of Departnent and
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their respective junior managers unconsciously kept the
split between the old and new institutions alive. The two
managers, just l|ike borderline parents, fostered splitting
and rivalry anong their children in order to avoid having
to confront their own |osses. The guilt incurred by the
parents during the nerger of the institutions was so great
- due to the large nunber of people who were nade
redundant or retired - that the feelings had to be denied

and transfered to the next generation.

The Col | ege managers showed synptons of being traumati sed.
Those in the parent and sibling roles seened unable to
hold onto any kind of basic trust in the self, the other
or the organisational environnent. The boundaries between
the generations had beconme blurred by the collective
burden of qguilt. In a fortnightly group these managers
began to re-connect the pieces. However, each tine we
faced the need to translate an idea into reality the
trauma of being swallowed up through a change in the
setting resurfaced. It becane clear that the demand for
co-operation <could only be experienced as a painful
rem nder of the events leading up to the nerger of the
institutions and could not be coped with yet in the

depr essi ve position.
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The group enbodied the bereaved siblings who cannot
triangul ate by thenselves, nor could they really absolve
their parents fromthe transfered guilt. Nevertheless, the
group showed that these team | eaders were busy acting out
the lives of their institutional parents rather than their
own. They could not mature in tine to inplenent the
funding system and | decided to force the issue by
reconnecting the transgenerational hierarchy in the
organi sation. The group invited the College Principal and
jointly the bl ockages were located in the shared matrix of
their nerged institutions and decathected from the faulty
characters of the naughty children. The principal’s
forthright |eadership freed the group from deciding on new
I i ne managenent arrangenents with the result that the two
senior nmanagers were divorced and the team |eaders
enpowered to develop their own areas. Wen the principal -
“Mani - adopted the “father” as a special projects nanager
and gave “nother” custody of the children the siblings

who had inherited the change |egacy, related across
territories and began to performtasks jointly. The key to
a greater tolerance of reality was the differentiation of
the generations and restoration of a stereotypical role
set. This “restauration” allowed the College to neet its

financial targets and avoid job | osses.
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Entering a changed and as yet unknown world entails a
readjustnment of the existing fornms of identification with
internal working nodels of parents and siblings. The
unconsciously transfered famly ways of coping wll no
longer fit the new social context. Sone oedipal and
sibling identifications will have to be buried with each
change. G oup devel opnent s mrror t he separ ati on-
i ndi viduation process during early infancy. Gving up an
outnmoded identification anobunts to a sacrifice which
engenders group cohesion and grief. To enbrace change both
the group and the individual wthin it have to nourn
before they can recreate and adjust their professional
sense of | and we. The coll ege managers could only enbrace
new funding nechanisns and let go of their propensity to
act out when an unconscious world of idealised and falsely
equal parents, children and siblings was buried. Enbracing
the reality of a nodern organisation inplies that one has
to conme to ternms with prinogeniture and accept that not
everyone will get an equal share of the inheritance. The
organi sational world is and will remain hierarchical but
paradoxically can be run nore humanely when this
unpal atable fact is taken in. Only the acceptance of this
de-idealised reality wll enable work-groups find a

pl ayful and reparative relationship to change.

Concl usi on
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| nposed change forces the issue of succession to the
surface and leads to a renewed outbreak of oedipa

conflicts and sibling rivalry. The recent <craze for
busi ness process re-engineering has speeded up these
processes. Wrk-teans confront their |losses with a fear of
anni hi l ati on. In group analytic terns 'pre-enptive'

outbreaks of sibling rivalry in defence against these
narcissistic injuries lead to a search for group cohesion.
Teans display a propensity for self-idealisation and
regard it as wunsafe to test reality and grow up. The
frightened self identifies with a false we. The true self
is driven wunderground. So is thinking. Goup nenbers
wi t hdr aw from a wor | d dom nat ed by coherence,
verbalisation and the father, into a preverbal dyad with a
group nother cast in the role of victim Once stuck in
this defensive posture, the teamrequires the intervention
of a good enough |eader or consultant to separate the

i deal i sed i nfant and not her.

Freud thought that the loss of an object and nmourning are
central to the group formation process. He specul ated that
the primal group was fornmed as a consequence of the
siblings killing the father. According to him the oedipa
conflict and patricide are linked and shape processes of
identification, conpetition, love and hate in the group.

In the state of nourning for the |ost object the group has
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to re-invent itself by learning to deal with the unknown.
Ernest Becker has argued that the structure of our
personality is rooted in the nechanisnms we have devel oped
to cope with nortality and death. It is not surprising
then that inposed change in organisations produces severe
di sturbances in the matrix. As group analytic consultants
we would do well to refrain from pathol ogi sing oedipal
conflict and outbreaks of sibling rivalry in organisations
and treat them instead as the encapsulation of the
autistic synptons connected with the transition from the

old to the new.
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