Abstract

Regression & Reparation
– Changing Spatial and Psychic Walls – A Case Study
by Joanna Stuart and Rob Ryan
This paper describes an intervention in three early childhood education and care centres
(hubs) in a local government organisation (‘City Council’), and proposes hypotheses about
the impact of organisational changes on the workers’ experiences of the shifting
physical and psychic walls.
The case study uses a psychoanalytic framework to analyse the changes, it examines the
organisational roles and relationships, the challenges involved in creating adequate
psychic and physical workspaces, the effects of dependency and challenged
leadership, and the impact of insufficient attention being given to transitional processes.
We were engaged to conduct an organisational culture diagnosis of the hubs
which provide long day care, kindergarten and maternal & child health services, and have
a total of more than 150 staff. They had been established recently and four pre-existing
smaller centres were decommissioned, with many staff moving into the three new large
hubs.
In an initial contracting meeting, the client (service manager) described his mental model
of the services as: ‘In the past, we were running four small corner stores, now we are
running three large supermarkets – in my view, this is no exaggeration.’
For us there were interesting implications regarding newly built walls and changing
psychic walls implicit in his mental model.
In late 2018 management initiated the move of nine staff to different rooms.
The rationale was unclear to many staff - high anxiety, persecution and paranoia were
rife. Staff morale plummeted, with significant catastrophizing and acting-out.
We conducted a cultural diagnosis involving thirteen staff focus groups (107 staff) and
interviews with six leaders. We utilized role drawings and group discussions as the initial
means of accessing unconscious thoughts and feelings.
Relevant psychoanalytic concepts included the recognition of paranoid schizoid behaviour,
the absence of sufficient holding mechanisms, diminution of role clarity and
relatedness, and the importance of acknowledging the sentient system. In addition, we
believe, there was inadequate understanding of role authority and accountability as the
psychic walls became less permeable.
We hypothesise that we provided a transitional object which enabled the issues to be
worked through and enabled the depressive position, whereby reparation was then
possible.

The lack of acknowledgement of the sentient system had significant implications for the
hubs, particularly as we believe that the provision of high quality child education services
is dependent on strong emotional engagement.
City Council built multiple, architecturally attractive structural walls but hadn’t realised the
profound significance of the emotionally bounded walls.
We believe that the possible implications of this study for other organisations are
significant. In an era where the impact of early years education on later life is now seen as
highly predictive, it is important to better understand the critical success factors.
The Case Study also raises broader questions about the need for holistic and well–planned
transitional processes, particularly in human service organisations.
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