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The Men's Group Seminar: Dynamics of Childhood Re-Emerge in the Workplace 
James Tobin, Ph.D. | March 20, 2021
The first group we encounter, our family of origin, introduced us to a formative set of conditions within which we learned how to navigate and persevere. This unique family culture taught us how to negotiate a range of power and influence dynamics, setting the stage for our functioning in groups across development and our interpersonal patterns with peers, subordinates, and authority figures. As adults, the work environments we choose and the career trajectory we travel invariably reflect our childhoods, both in terms of what we successfully overcame and what may remain unresolved. There is now a significant body of research as well as evidence from the coaching and corporate consulting industries indicating the unconscious motivation to find in our professional lives a new family that resembles our original family. According to numerous theoretical perspectives, what we are seeking is a repetition (or replication) of early life circumstances that are familiar and potentially resolvable, once and for all. And, eerily, various interpersonal processes including transference and projective identification make this replication possible. In the next virtual meeting of the Men's Group Seminar on Saturday, March 20, 2021 (10:15 AM to 11:30 AM), we will explore how the past comes alive in the present, with the workplace serving as center stage for the emergence of old narratives and the potential for new ones.  


#1) The Family Dynamics We Grew Up with Shape How We Work
https://hbr.org/2016/07/the-family-dynamics-we-grew-up-with-shape-how-we-work
by 
Roger Jones
Does your CEO remind you of your bullying older brother? Or the mother who always refolded your clothes because you didn’t do a good enough job? Or the emotionally distant father who never praised you? Watch out: Chances are your CEO is recreating the very same dynamics that shaped his early family life. The entire executive team, and its mission, may suffer unless the CEO recognizes it and takes conscious steps to change his subconscious behavior.
My work with top executives has shown that deep-seated, sometimes irrational fears can skew their decisions and their ability to execute company strategy. But I’ve found another influence, equally deep-seated, that affects how they deal with others in the C-suite: their earliest interactions with family members and friends.
Research has shown that our early family experiences often re-emerge in our adult life interactions with others, including those in the business world. Families, after all, are our first “enterprise,” and our parents and siblings are our first “management team.” Early family life affects how leaders respond to pressure and react when team members compete for their attention. It influences whether they have close or distant relationships with the people who report to them, communicate directly or indirectly, micromanage or empower, encourage debates or shut them down.
The late psychoanalyst Joyce McDougall described a “theater of the mind” whose script is written in childhood and reprised subconsciously in other settings as the child grows up.  Depending on family dynamics and fate, that script could be written by Frank Capra or Tennessee Williams. Was the family open or guarded? Were emotions encouraged or repressed? Were the parents nurturing or uninvolved? Did the death of a parent, the birth of a disabled sibling, or a reversal of fortune make the family stronger? Or did it cause rifts and recrimination?
Other researchers have proven this link between childhood experiences and adult behavior. Psychoanalysts John Bowlby and Mary Ainsworth have shown that children’s attachment to their mother affects how close they get to others in adulthood. And researcher and social policy analyst David Utting’s work links poverty to family stress. This, in turn, can derail even the most committed parent and undermine a child’s future ability to deal with stress.
Anna Urnova, in new INSEAD research, linked executives’ family experiences to subsequent behavior in businesses. In her study, executives told her they typically preferred working in groups that replicated their family experiences. For example, the smaller an executive’s original family, the less effort he made in building wide relations with the executive team. A first-born or only child tended to build stronger attachments to bosses.
Transference can occur when someone subconsciously redirects feelings from childhood onto a person later in life. This often happens to executives, as psychoanalyst Michael Maccoby points out. A CEO may recreate dysfunctional early family experiences in the organization, influencing team members (who have their own early family dynamics as a backdrop). So if a CEO reminds a team member of his angry father, the team member will cower just as he did when he was young.
As you might imagine (and may have already experienced), this can make for bad feelings and underperforming senior management teams. I have seen such dysfunctions play out among a number of executives over the years. For example, Peter (all names have been changed), who heads a division of a large international services firm, preferred a hands-off approach to managing and didn’t get to know his team personally. His team felt disconnected and unhappy, and its performance suffered. Peter was stunned when he learned at his 10-month review that they perceived him as a “loner,” “disengaged,” and “emotionally distant.”  But then he realized that his own father, a military veteran who moved his family frequently, was the same way.
John, a regional CEO of another big company, was a beloved father figure to his team. He was sensitive to others and worked to minimize conflict. But when his company told him to lay off team members during a downturn in business, John became distressed. He saw his team as family and friends, while the company president used words such as “head count” and “bottom 5% of performers.” John did some soul-searching and realized that he frequently served as a peacemaker and sought family harmony when his siblings squabbled. While that is a noble role, it undermined his ability to lay off staff.
Sarah, a highly driven CEO of a technology company, was a heavy-handed micro-manager. When Sarah looked back at her childhood, she remembered that her father’s business failed because of a trusted colleague’s fraud. That taught Sarah to trust no one and monitor her team members’ every move.
Addressing these childhood issues is never easy, for several reasons. To begin with, most executives are not even aware they have problems because these processes and dynamics are largely subconscious, even though they have become powerful influences that hover in what the American psychologist William James called “the fringe of consciousness.” Those who vaguely recognize their issues may see them as unchangeable personality traits and dismiss them with “that’s just the way I am.” Others deny their problems because they are afraid of looking weak among fellow executives or because they lack the self-awareness to self-examine their past.
However, raising awareness of communication and relationship styles that typically are rooted in early family experiences can be incredibly helpful for executives, the people they manage, and their companies. Often, just recognizing that the CEO and other team members are acting out family dynamics can lead to significant change and improved team performance.
So what should you do if you suspect that childhood issues are affecting your behavior as an executive, or if you’ve been told you have a problem dealing with people?
1. Make sense of the early family events that shaped you. Ask yourself:
· Did family members speak openly or rarely speak their mind?
· Were emotions openly shared or rarely disclosed?
· How did your primary caregivers respond to pressure?
· Were relations with your extended family (such as aunts, uncles and cousins) close or distant? Why?
· Did you have any significant life events, perhaps the death of a caregiver or birth of a disabled sibling?
· What was your role in your family?
2. Self-diagnose how you behave with your team today. Ask yourself or ask a friend you trust whether you might be playing out any of these family attributes as you lead your top team. Think about which of these behaviors serve you well, and which should be discarded and replaced with more effective behaviors.
3. Make changes happen. Think about the new behaviors you need to adopt with your top team, but don’t deeply intellectualize them. Instead, start to do them — in effect, “act” them.  You might be surprised that this simple approach of living the new behavior will help you rewrite your inner script and make you feel more at ease with new ways of thinking and interacting.
Peter, the leader who appeared disengaged just like his father, recognized his behavior was harming his team’s performance. He began taking small steps, which he said felt “very awkward at first”: engaging in small talk, dropping into his executive team’s offices to share thoughts, and initiating an executive team dinner. With practice, Peter became more engaged and was able to savor his team’s new bond, which Peter said helped improve the way they worked as a group and was a key factor in the company’s ability to increase market share in a very challenging market. As a team member commented, “We feel unified and have a greater focus as a team.”
John, the CEO with the overly paternal leadership style, realized that although he was never going to be (in his words) a “cold, hard-nosed cost-cutter,” striving for harmony had the unintended consequence of producing a poor-performing team. Using his chief human resources officer as his adviser, he started to regard his team as a business unit rather than a family, and engaged with them in a more businesslike manner when necessary. With the CHRO’s support, John made the necessary reductions in headcount. His company successfully weathered the downturn.
Sarah, the ambitious CEO who micromanaged her team, spoke with one of the few people she trusted, an old business school friend. They discussed how her fear of trusting others wasn’t serving her well. Like John and Peter, Sarah had to make behavior changes that felt uncomfortable at first: delegating, resisting the urge to review every project, and, in time, letting her executive team meet without her. She said it was “scary to let go at first,” but she felt greatly reassured as her team started to contribute and collaborate.
Gaining insight into such childhood dynamics requires executives to explore their family roles, themes, styles and experiences. They then must determine how these experiences may have influenced their behavior throughout the years. Changing these influences doesn’t happen without attention and focus. However, once these dynamics are brought out of the “fringe of consciousness” and into the light, leaders can make big improvements both in the way they deal with others, and in the way they deal with themselves.







#2) Are family dynamics holding you back at work?
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/07/why-every-day-is-bring-your-parents-to-work-day/
Our relationship with our parents can have an impact on how we treat superiors and subordinates.
Emma Luxton, Formative Content
Ever remind yourself of your mother when you’re talking to your employees, or see your father in how you react to your staff? If so, you may be relieved to hear you’re not alone.
The way we absorb the family dynamics we experience growing up and recreate them within the workplace is something psychologists have been researching for many years.
Meet the team
In an article for Harvard Business Review, Roger Jones, Chief Executive of Vantage Hill Partners, discusses how his work with top executives shows the connection between early family experiences and work.
“Our early family experiences often re-emerge in our adult life interactions with others,” Jones notes, “including those in the business world.”
Family life is most people’s first introduction to working as part of a team. Jones notes how our experiences as children influence how we respond to pressure and react to situations as an adult in a work environment.
Ben Dattner, an Executive Coach and Organizational Development Consultant, has also studied how family life can impact our workplace behaviour. From whether we were the first or last born child, to how our family managed conflict.
Power play
He also says that our relationship with our parents can have an impact on how we treat superiors and subordinates.
“Just like parent-child relationships, superior-subordinate relationships can have self-fulfilling dynamics, either positive or negative.”
This re-enactment of behaviours we picked up as children is called “transference”, a flashback to emotions and perceptions from our early life.
Michael Maccoby, an expert on leadership, notes that transference can have positive effects, for example if an employee believes their boss cares about them in a parental way they might make more efforts to please them, therefore increasing productivity and motivation.
Sibling rivalry
However, not all experiences will be positive. Whether it’s feeling let down by your boss in the same way you felt let down by your father, or arguing with co-workers like you would with siblings.
A major problem with mirroring emotions and experiences of younger years is that many executives aren’t aware this is what they are doing. The process is primarily subconscious, and therefore not easy to address.
Jones believes that raising awareness and communicating about transference and its effect on both leaders and followers is important for improving team performance.
Addressing the problem
To help work through any issues Jones has identified 3 areas to look at.
Firstly he suggests thinking back to early family events that shaped you, asking yourself questions on how your family responded, whether emotions were shared and what role you played.
Secondly he notes that leaders should think about how they communicate with their team, and look at whether any of these mirror behaviours experienced through childhood.
Finally he encourages leaders to make a change, adapting their behaviour to one that fits the work environment and encourages and inspires team members to work hard.

#3) Re-enacting family dynamics in the workplace
Do you re-enact family dynamics in the workplace?
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/credit-and-blame-work/201104/re-enacting-family-dynamics-in-the-workplace
Ben Dattner, Ph.D.
Sometimes, workplace emotions and behavior, whether our own or others', seem hard to understand. A confident and decisive executive may lose her nerve when her boss comes to a meeting, two co-workers may get caught up in what seems to everyone to be analogous to sibling rivalry, and everyone might have disproportionate dread of their annual performance review. Psychologists use a term called "transference" to help explain why sometimes it seems like we are re-enacting a psychodrama from the past, rather than seeing the current situation for what it is in the present. Transference is when we have a kind of flashback in our adult life, to emotions and perceptions from our early life.  
Here are some of the ways that transference can play out in the office...
Reenacting family dynamics in the workplace/seeing the present through the lens of the past:
Treating a boss like a parent
Authority and power  relationships in the workplace share some important psychological  commonalities with parent-child relationships.
When playing out positively, there is a self-fulfilling virtuous cycle in which bosses help their employees develop and grow while employees reciprocate with achievements and contributions. Negative self-fulfilling cycles can occur when boss and employee expect and provide failure and criticism.
Treating peers like siblings
Sibling relationships, in which there is a delicate balance between cooperation and competition, can serve as a model for one's relationships and interactions with one's peers.
Co-workers can feel a positive sense of common identity and destiny, but at times, interactions on teams can take on a negative sibling rivalry-like quality.
Seeing a performance review as a report card
Getting a performance review in the workplace may remind some people of getting report cards in school.
Depending on whether the review is good or bad, the employee might be happy about the rating, angry or upset, or might challenge the validity of the ratings he or she got.
Seeing shared resources as the symbolic "last piece of cake"
People learn about basic concepts of fairness, equity and resource allocation in their families, and these are crucial issues in the workplace.
Like in families, allocation of scarce resources and rewards can be based on equity, equality, need, status, favoritism, Hobbesian free-for-alls, or the "you cut, I pick" Solomonic rule.
 The impact of early life experience on workplace behavior:
Number and relative ages of siblings
Birth order is an important influence on personality. First born siblings may be more comfortable in hierarchical organizations and later born siblings may prefer situations where innovation and change are required.
Quality of sibling relationships
Sibling relationships can serve as a model for one's relationships and interactions with one's peers. While co-workers can feel a positive sense of common identity and destiny, at times, interactions on teams can take on a negative sibling rivalry-like quality.


Resource allocation aka "The last piece of cake"
How a family divides up the last piece of cake may reflect more general principles about the family's ideas about resource allocation- i.e.: whether the cake is divided according to equity, equality, need, status, or favoritism. Some families have parental adjudication, some have Hobbesian free-for-alls, others have the "you cut, I pick" Solomonic rule. People learn about basic concepts of fairness, equity and resource allocation in their families, and these are crucial issues in the workplace.
Conflict management style
Families teach children how to handle conflict- what are acceptable and unacceptable responses, how candid and open to be, etc. The conflict management style one develops in one's family can serve as a template for workplace conflicts, for better or for worse.
Relationships with parents
Relationships with parents can serve as a model for interactions with one's superiors and mentors, as well as for interactions with one's subordinates. Just like parent-child relationships, superior-subordinate relationships can have self-fulfilling dynamics, either positive or negative.  
Discipline, reward and punishment
People learn in their families about what rules are and how they get enforced. Family rules get internalized to become part of one's internal values and motivations, and may also get repeated in the way one endeavors to reward, punish or discipline others in the workplace.
Emphasis on achievement
Families socialize children about what is important versus unimportant, and what is good versus bad. Families therefore have a big influence on what kinds of achievements a person will strive for, and whether certain talents will get developed.

Family status in community
Feeling like one has grown up "on the wrong side of the tracks" can be a powerful motivator for leaders in general and business leaders in particular. Depending on other factors, this can be a positive impetus for achievement, or a can lead to destructive competitiveness.  
Family moving around
Business leaders who moved around a lot as children may feel more comfortable with rapid change as well as in international assignments.
For more about how "nurture" impacts workplace psychology, see Chapter 2, "The Nurture of Credit and Blame" which is on page 49 of the free Google Books 
Ben Dattner, Ph.D., is a workplace consultant, an industrial and organizational psychologist, and an adjunct professor at New York University.

#4) Work is like a family: and that's the problem
by Peter Vajda 
https://www.management-issues.com/opinion/6558/work-is-like-a-family-and-thats-the-problem/
What was the first organization you joined? A childhood soccer team? Boy/Girl Scouts? Your first school? Actually, the first organization you joined was your family - a setting where you learned how to act, react and interact with authority figures, peers and outsiders and how to create roles for yourself - all knowledge and skills you would later bring to your world, and to the world of work.
We are children – even as adults
It is widely accepted that the patterns of behavior you learned as a child stay with you throughout your life. Like it or not, you bring your family – your biography and your biology - to your life at work and at home. Many of these roles and patterns are visible; many are invisible, operating on an unconscious level, often as "blind spots" and, as often as not, causing you and others upset, unhappiness and discontent.
Visible roles you learned as a child might include, for example: the athlete, the clown, the big shot, the goddess, the actress, the strong type, the bimbo, etc. The daily news, magazines, TV offerings and even the workplace offer plenty of real-life examples of adults who mastered the roles they identified with as children and now play them out dutifully as adults.
Invisible roles are unconscious and contain certain assumptions and expectations. Such invisible roles include: the smart one, the funny one, the pretty one, the weak one, the good one, the compliant one, etc. Each comes with its expectations and rules to play it out, e.g., be an A student, be popular, make everyone laugh, be a troublemaker, follow the rules, please everyone, etc. It's these unconscious, invisible roles that cause us so much upset and difficulty in our adult lives.
Our relationships remind us of family
All of life is about relationships. Our dealing with others causes us and others the most pain, upset and conflict. Interestingly, it's not about the other person so much as it's about who in our life reminds us of our original family. So at work, we play our roles in the way we learned when we were children.
Consider the following scenarios:
When you experience a conflict at work and someone is loud and angry, do you shout even louder to make your point, or go silent and look away and feel defeated or deflated, or change the subject, or make light of the situation and say something funny?
If there's a meeting to discuss possibilities of future downsizing, do you email your boss or HR with all your ideas of how to handle employees during the process? Do you immediately cancel your family's vacation plans? Do you promise your key employees you'll keep them no matter what? Or do you form a group and head off to management and blame them for their greedy ways that led to the downsizing, or meet with and tell your boss you'll back him/her no matter what and do what she s/he wants you to do?
Because of a previous commitment, your boss wants you to speak at a national meeting in two weeks because she's unavailable. What do you think? Ah, this will allow me to assume more power? Or, I'll feign illness and get out of it. Or, why do I always have to be the one to go? Or, I'm really busy so I'll get someone else to prepare the presentation.
The point is that we don't all react the same way to the same situation. Why? Family history and pattern development.
Pattern development
Each of the responses above reflects an action and/or a thought pattern which will arise again and again in similar situations. Some examples of the learned pattern behaviors that show up in the way we react at work include:
The victim: - the consummate complainer; pessimistic; feels disrespected, inadequate and fearful; quiet and withdrawn; avoids folks they view as highly competent; suppress feelings of incompetence; needs to be rescued; allies with other victims; avoids conflict; feels put upon; dislikes being managed; often gets sick; creates and re-creates unhappy settings;
The clown: extrovert; diverts attention with jokes and loud, witty, often sarcastic, offensive and embarrassing comments and one-liners; trivial experts; always adding their two cents; seen as bozos, jokers, smart-asses, motor-mouths;
The over-achiever: must excel at everything they do-to the point of obnoxiousness; must look picture-perfect; needs the "best" and "latest" of everything; chooses "success" over "happiness"; needs special treatment; self-absorbed; resents criticism in any form; needs to be right and others to be wrong; generally untrustworthy;
The persecutor: a bully; needs to control and micromanage; exhibits verbal contempt for others; puts others down with offhand remarks or harsh criticism; views others as weak; admires other bullies; unfeeling; needs to feel important; needs to dominate and be the center of attention; need to maintain a "most important person" status; sometimes a loudmouth; sometimes quiet and subtle; likes seeing others fail; withholds information;
The pleaser: can't deal with the truth; fearful of their own honest emotions; quiet; avoids conflict at all costs; rarely offer opinions; needs to fit in; self-conscious; afraid of disapproval; always apologizing and saying "I'm sorry," chameleon; talks a good game; plays it safe; results don't match words; likes being micromanaged; can't make decisions; passive aggressive; hidden anger;
These early-learned patterns are often unconsciously and invisibly embedded in our emotional bodies. They give us comfort and a sense of peace when faced with stressful, challenging and difficult times. But they are self-fulfilling prophecies, and unless we have done the work to make the invisible, visible, we'll continue to react the same way over and over again in this job or another job, in this relationship or another relationship, in this or another similar circumstance, often wondering what pushed out buttons or why we reacted the way we did.
Becoming conscious of our patterns
By working to make the unconscious, conscious, can we begin to see our self-limiting and self-sabotaging patterns and work to transform them into healthier and more productive ways of being.
One way to do this exploratory work is to spend reflective time looking at our pasts and our families to identify the experiences which made us who we are today. The expression, "I wasn't born yesterday" is very apt. The decisions we make today, our choices and our reactions to today's people, events and circumstances are not "in the moment", but are replays of experiences we had as children.
While today's events, characters and players are different from our childhood, our inner emotional, and neurological reactions are not. Playing out old patterns is natural and normal, but often self-destructive and self-sabotaging both to us and to our relationships. And only when we consciously choose to explore our past and confront its legacies head-on can we become aware of the recurring patterns which cause us so much upset and unhappiness.
Life themes – what are ours?
A few areas of exploration, and some initial questions that can assist your inquiry are:
Health: What was the health of your family like? How was sickness or illness viewed? What did your family believe about illness? How were sick family members cared for? Was illness denied? Did individuals obsess about sickness or illness? Did sick people feel courageous or like "victims"? Did they persevere or give up? What about addictions?
Money: What role has money played in your family? Did folks misuse money? What was financial security like? Do you talk about money with your spouse or partner? Do you need financial support? Do you support others financially? What's your credit like?
Relationships: Was/is your family close or disengaged from one another? What is your relationship with your family of origin? What beliefs or messages did you hear about men and women as you were growing up? How did your family deal with guilt, fear, denial, and shame? Are there "family secrets" that are still affecting you and your family relationships?
Work: Was accomplishment rewarded and if so, how? Who at work reminds you of your family – either physically, emotionally, or in terms of their roles? Can you see your patterns of success or failure at work? What thoughts and messages did you hear about "work" as you were growing up? Do you view work as fun, creative, or burdensome?
Spirituality: Did you develop a relationship with "the spiritual", be that a higher power, God, religion or spirituality? Was religious practice important as you were growing up? Does religion or spirituality affect your life (your marriage, parenting, self-esteem, sexuality, and familial responsibilities or loyalties)? Was anyone in your family particularly spiritual? How so? What positive or negative messages did you hear/receive about spiritual beliefs and practices?
Other areas to consider include personal environment and organization, health and wellness, friends, personal development, play and recreation, and intimacy.
Workplace/family dynamics
SOME QUESTIONS FOR SELF-REFLECTION
· How do you deal with conflict at work, at home, and at play?
· Do folks at work remind you of your family of origin in any way? Do personality conflicts remind you of your parents or siblings?
· Do you ever play the role and exhibit patterns of the "victim", "clown", "over-achiever", persecutor", "pleaser" - or other roles?
· Do you generally take things personally? What would your friends and colleagues say?
· Did you ever look at your history to see why you are who you are? How do you feel when you think about this question?
· Do you know who your authentic self is? How do you know?
It's not uncommon to witness workplace (or home or "playground") arguments that resemble family arguments, nor to experience dysfunctional relationships in the workplace with in-fighting and back-stabbing behavior that mimic sibling rivalries.
When we choose to undertake personal growth and self-awareness work, we discover how we have come to behave in the ways we do and how we chose to play roles to cover up our feelings of inadequacy, guilt or shame. We discover a "shadow side" of our personalities. But as Jungian analyst Robert Johnson says, "there's gold in the shadow", and that the discovery and mining of this gold is "related to our higher calling" – our true and authentic self - where we can shed these defensive roles and patterns replaced them with the "true and real" me.
When we discover who we truly are, we open to the possibility of emotional, psychological and spiritual maturity - the doorway to the place where the "truth sets you free." We can open to the possibility of being real, where we experience lightness of being and have no need for defensiveness, grandiosity, avoidance, denial or phony self-destructive role behavior.
Sometimes the journey backwards is well worth taking. This is one of those times.
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#5) That Sneaky Devil, Projective Identification
The feelings we feel may not always be our own.

Nick Luxmoore|  Reviewed by Jessica Schrader
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/young-people-close/201609/sneaky-devil-projective-identification
 “At times, I could murder him!” says Alan, complaining about his lazy son who’s refusing to go to school.
Amy is about to say goodbye to the class of 6-year-olds she’s been teaching for over a year. “I don’t know why I’m suddenly feeling so cross with them,” she says.
“I’m just disappointed,” says Gurdip, reflecting on her relationship with the girl who’s been seeing her regularly for therapy. “Disappointed and frustrated!”
For parents, educators, and therapists—indeed, for human beings—"projective identification" explains so much. The theory goes that we’re on the receiving end of other people’s projections all the time: accused of all sorts of things that are untrue and sometimes lauded for things that are also untrue. Usually, these unconscious projections bounce off us: we know that we’re not that bad and not that good. But the projections stick (we "introject" them) when we’re susceptible to believing or feeling them in the first place. So if, as parents, educators, therapists, we live with a perpetual sense of inadequacy, for example, knowing that we can’t do it for all the people all of the time, then when children project their own sense of inadequacy onto us, we’re susceptible and likely to introject it, feeling the inadequacy as if it was our own.
Projective identification makes sense of so much that we find ourselves feeling when we’re with children and young people. It’s really a technical term for wind-ups. They wind us up. So in Alan’s relationship with his lazy son, who really wants to murder whom? How much does "murderous" actually describe his son’s feelings towards Alan? And yet the lazier his son’s behavior, the more murderous Alan finds himself feeling.
Similarly, Amy’s 6-year-olds are preparing themselves to say goodbye to their beloved teacher. They’re behaving especially well, bringing her little presents in their desire to be remembered. But unconsciously, what’s happened to their inevitable anger with Amy for leaving them? If they can’t acknowledge it for fear of alienating Amy, my guess is that they’ve found ways of giving the anger to her, getting her to feel it on their behalves and, at worst, getting her to act it out. “I shouted at them,” she admits, “which I’ve never done before. And now I feel terrible!”
Knowing that we might be feeling other people’s feelings on their behalves helps us to take things less personally and resist the temptation to act out those feelings. Gurdip the therapist, unaware of what’s going on, could unwittingly take her disappointment and frustration out on other people in her life or on the girl herself.
Or she could stop and wonder about her feelings. She might well worry about disappointing and frustrating all of her young clients; such worries might be part of any therapist’s experience and Gurdip might well be susceptible to those feelings. So if the girl herself hasn’t been able to voice her own disappointment with therapy, her own frustration with the fact that nothing much seems to have changed as a result of going to see Gurdip, then that sneaky old devil projective identification might have started doing its work, getting Gurdip to feel disappointed and frustrated on the girl’s behalf.
I sometimes think that projective identification should be taught compulsorily to everyone involved or working with children and young people because—unchecked—its effects can be so destructive as people unwittingly make each other feel terrible. 
