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When Clients
Make You Crazy

could hardly wait to start working

with my new client. A highly prof-

itable software development firm in
the northwestern United States with 400
employees was experiencing some organiza-
tional problems. At first blush, it appeared
to be suffering from the predictable pains of
unbridled growth and premature organiza-
tional puberty. I found the firm’s founder
charismatic, the young staff intellectually
superiot, the organizational culture electric
with energy, and the suburban headquarters
reminiscent of a well-endowed college cam-
pus. I was glowing with the confidence they
expressed in my ability to do the job, par-
ticularly because of their historic resistance
to using consultants.

This project had the markings of a chal-
lenge, but I believed my experience matched
the client’s needs and the initial goals e
had established were achievable.

Once the project began, however, my
excitement began to fizzle. After several
months of meetings with the CEO to dis-
cuss progress and preliminary feedback, I
started to feel on trial, intimidated, defen-
sive, and unsure of myself. With each suc-
cessive meeting, these reactions increased in
frequency and intensity. Trust in my own
skills and knowledge was waning, and 1
began fo obsess over my preparations and
documentation. I was starting to dislike the
senior managers, and that, in turn, led me
to question ny objectivity toward the client.
My emotions were getting in the way. This
was no longer any fun.

After the first twelve months of work with
the organization, I dreamed that this project
would just fade away. I wanted to terminate
the contract but did not. I worked harder to
assure that my work was flawless and unas-
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You begin a new project with
confidence and excitement.

As time passes, you struggle

increasingly with professional
insecurity and work even

harder, despite your growing
desire to terminate your

contract. What has happened?

Psychological baggage influences
the dynamics between client
and consultant.

sailable. Finally, after eighteen months, as the
project started to lose steam, I began to under-
stand what was happening. An insidious psy-
chological process, of which I was unaware at
the time, was taking hold and destroying the
collaborative relationship I thought I had ini-
tially developed with the CEQ.

This intensive consulting project has
since passed, and I have had the luxu-
ry of time and distance to reflect fur-
ther. Three questions arise as I look
back on the experience:

o What explains the strong reactions
1 experienced to this client group,
stronger in some ways than those
experienced with other clients?

t Could I have done more to estab-
lish and maintain a more produc-
tive client relationship?

3 Are there elements represented in
this case that prevail in every
client-consultant relationship?

Consultants place a great deal of
emphasis on what they do to help
clients solve problems and meet chal-
lenges. But the quality of the client-
consultant relationship often deter-
mines the success of a project and
requires as much attention as the con-
tent of the expertise we provide. The
need for successful adaptations to
changing circumstances puts organiza-
tions under pressure to be flexible and
innovative and places a greater demand
on consultants to grapple with deeper
dimensions of consulting relationships.
Increasingly, they must confront per-
plexing, seemingly irrational behavior
that becomes pervasive as relationships
become collaborative. This article dis-
cusses the difficulties inherent in main-
taining a collaborative relationship with
clients and focuses on three components
that embody the collaborative consult-
ing relationship. These components—
the Working Partnership, the Hidden
Relationship and the Open Relation-
ship—account for the interpersonal
dynamics of every collaboration and
provide consultants with a framework
for understanding the often bewildering
behaviors, thoughts, and feelings that
emerge in such a relationship.

Mark Lipton is the founder and director of The
Leadership Center, a division of the New School

for Social Research that provides training and con-

sulting in management development and organiza-
tional change to private, nonprofit, and public sec-
tor organizations. He is also associate professor of
management and chair of the Human Resources
Management program at the New School’s Grad-
uate School of Management and Urban Policy.
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The Paradox of the
Collaborative Relationship

The client-consultant relationship stands
or falls in relation to the quality of
exchanges that move across an internal
boundary between the two parties.
This boundary exists due to their
unique division of labor, and it is influ-
enced by different sources of resistance
and levels of expectations that each
may have of the other. Managing the
boundary requires that expectations be
understood, resistance reduced, and the
scope of the work clarified. The ulti-
mate goal is to create a climate of
openness, trust, and clarity. Boundaries
can be problematic if they are too rigid
or permeable. A paradox inherent in
this collaboration confounds managing
the boundaries or balance of the rela-
tionship: the consultant often needs a
perspective on the organization as a
whole, and he or she must stand out-
side the system in order to maintain
objectivity; simultaneously, the consul-
tant must have an active relationship
with key members of the organization.

The paradox is further magnified
because consultants must be authorita-
tive in the expert sense to gain credi-
bility and be effective. Although they
bring an important frame of reference
that may not exist in the organization,
the relationship is made even more
complex by the inherent dependency
that develops from the consultant
being viewed as “the authority” Both
dynamics work against a natural col-
laboration. Today, many clients would
still prefer that their consultant assume
the expert role and give them direct
advice, and too often consultants are
happy to satisfy this desire and give it.
When clients submit to dependency,
collaboration becomes illusory. Collab-
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orative relationships are often avoided,
not because clients are ill-informed but
because the alternatives to collaboration
represent the path of least psychological
resistance.

The relationship can also be viewed
on two levels. On one, it is a process
where the consultant serves in the role
of helper. Yet, on another level, the
relationship often presents itself as a
microcosm of the dynamics that exist
in the organization. In other words,
what is going on in the organization
will be replicated in this relationship,
and one of the consultant’s responsi-
bilities is to observe, interpret, and
extrapolate from this microcosm.

Making a collaborative relationship
work is easier said than done. I believe
a set of dynamics between client and
consultant, addressed partially in psy-
choanalytic theory, can explain what
undetrlies, as well as what undermines,
the relationship. A consultant must be
prepared to sort through some poten-
tial psychological baggage that accom-
panies these dynamics if he or she is
committed to collaboration.®

Clients may search for the quick-fix
solutions because it is easier for them,
consciously or otherwise, to avoid the
real reasons for a problem. Exploring
the source of a problem could become
psychologically disturbing and arouse
defensive reactions. It is often “safer” to

* Psychoanalytic models of the mind are now
being used to clarify life in organizations and
to deal with issues concerning career, indi-
vidual, and organizational stress; organiza-
tional culture; leadership and entrepreneur-
ship; and family business. Manfred Kets de
Vries, Abraham Zaleznik, Harry Levinson,
and others have created a sound framework
for bridging psychoanalytic theory and orga-
nizational behavior.

operate at a superficial level and avoid
confronting disturbing issues, fail to
engage in a collaborative relationship
with the consultant, or stick with
whatever seemingly simple magic bul-
let may be in vogue.

Line managers may lose interest in
an improvement project if the focus
begins to shift from technical or busi-
ness issues to personal concerns. Some-
where during the process, a manager
may begin to realize that responsibility
for the problem is not entirely others’;
his or her own management style and
philosophy are at least partially to
blame. In these cases, it may be easier
to terminate the project than to con-
front what may seem a daunting need
for some type of personal change.

Consultants with a process orienta-
tion often begin with a set of working
strategles and assumptions that can
enhance the collaborative relationship:

G They start with the premise that in-
sight leads to learning and learning
contributes to the client’s capacity to
develop professionally, organization-
ally, and perhaps even personally.

o They realize that relevant informa-
tion can come from a variety of
sources. They seek information, and
position themselves to be receptive
to it, while they strive to be neutral
to all parties within the client group.

c They create boundaries in their
client relationships, yet work to
develop an environment of trust and
safety for the client.

o They assume that the client’s defini-
tion of the problem is not always
the fundamental problem. In other
words, they suspend early judgment
and avoid believing the client’s
diagnosis.
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The Three Components
of Collaboration

Consultants often operate like detec-
tives by trying to decipher and inter-
pret what is going on in the organiza-
tional world of others. In a sense they
are code breakers, constantly presented
with different types of information.
During interchanges with a client they
sometimes understand the meaning of
this information, they are sometimes at
a loss, and sometimes they fail to even
pick up on an important piece of evi-
dence that is in front of them.

Consultants are code breakers,
constantly presented witl different
types of information.

The model introduced here serves a
dual function for managing the diversi-
ty of information that emerges during
collaboration. If used to diagnose a con-
sultant-client relationship, it can help a
consultant recognize the underlying sig-
nificance of the client’s behavior and of
the consultant’s reaction to it. As a pre-
scriptive model, it can help consul-
tants understand the range of overt
and covert, consctous and unconscious
thoughts and behavior within a collab-
orative relationship.

Successful consulting depends on in-
formation gathering and interpretation.
Unfortunately, behavior, thoughts, and
attitudes that confound, confuse, or
bother us can become relegated to the
sidelines or even derail our progress. An
alternative approach is to understand
these dynarnics as a potential source of
rich data that can ultimately help us
serve the client. The Working Partner-

ship, the Hidden Relationship and the
Open Relationship all present them-
selves, to varying degrees, in every
client-consultant relationship.

The Working Partnership

The development of a comfortable
working relationship is the first step in
forming a collaboration. It is charac-
terized by mutual liking, trust, and
respect and consists of three elements.
There needs to be an agreement
about the goals of the consulting pro-
gram, a consensus about the tasks of
the work and an emotional link bet-
ween the client and consultant. The
working partnership creates a positive
attachment between the participants
and an implicit or explicit understand-
ing that the goals and tasks are realistic
and appropriate for both parties. The
process required to reach agreement
on goals and tasks creates what is often
called an emotional alignment that
establishes the bond, and the degree of
this alignment is a principal contribu-
tor to the outcome of the relationship.
Invariably, clients ask themselves
sobering questions about the consul-
tant they have hired: “Does this indi-
vidual really know what she’s doing?
Can I trust her? Will she help me solve
the organizational problems I now face
or will she hurt me or con me? Does
asking for help mean that [ can’t solve
my own problems?” Clients’ requests
tor help are often laced with a degree
of ambivalence: “I want to know the
extent of my problems but am I pre-
pared for the changes that may be
required of me to manage them?” If
trust is not established through actions
that address this component, then
commitment will be compromised.
What makes for a good working
partnership between client and consul-
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tant? From the consultant’s side, the
partnership is strengthened by profes-
sional concern and compassion, and
also an abiding willingness to help the
client face his or her problems. As in
any helping relationship, the condi-
tions of empathy, genuineness, and
respect are probably central in devel-
oping the partnership since an almost
overwhelming need by the client is to
trust his or her consultant. During a
project, consultants often experience
very strong reactions to their clients.
Here, the consultant’s job is to try
to understand these feelings, make
responses to the client aimed at
encouraging mutual understanding,
and maintain a consistent level of pro-
fessional guidance and support.

The working partnership also hinges
on the consultant’s ability to assure that
the client has actively contributed to
the planning and implementation of
the work and understands the rationale
behind the strategies and actions they
are about to embark on. In this regard,
the Working Partnership is as much
about educating the client about the
process as solving the problem.

From the client’ side, he or she must
have the capacity to trust the consultant
so that the linking can occur. The real
issue of fit is found in the working part-
nership. If the client cannot conceptual-
ly understand and appreciate what the
consultant is trying to do and why he or
she has chosen a particular strategy, a
sound working partnership will not
develop. This now places responsibility
on the client to learn, understand, and
accept the process; otherwise, the rela-
tionship regresses back to a one-way
dependency on the “expert” consultant.
Clients unwilling to take on this re-
sponsibility end up subverting our
attempts at collaboration.
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My initial contract with the software
firm was smooth and predictable. A small
task force had been formed to evaluate
potential consultants, nominate three, and
recommend one to the CEO. I met with the
CEO and was offered the job the next
day.... if I could provide additional infor-
mation that would satisfy a final selection
criterion: “What were your college SAT
scores?” I was asked.

Since they were taken more than twenty-
seven years eatlier, I could not recall them
exactly and gave my best estimate. I learned
then that all employment decisions were
based partially on these scores and that hav-
ing a degree from a short list of exclusive
colleges and universities was the sine qua
non of employment at the firm. (At the
time, 1 did not consciously recognize the
impact of this question on my own attitude
toward the client. Nor did I try to have an
open discussion with him about whether
and why this was an appropriate question
for him to ask.)

My working partnership with the CEO
seemed to develop easily and quickly. The
first stage of the project was an organiza-
tional diagnosis to articulate the problem,
and since he was a former professor and aca-
demic researcher (while I was currently in
both roles in addition to my practice), our
beliefs and standards regarding research
methodology and the validity of measure-
ment instruments gave us a common foun-
dation for the relationship. He understood
and agreed with my recommended approach
and expressed commitinent to enhance both
the organizational climate and his own
leadership skills. I communicated my posi-
tion and values regarding confidentiality,
client participation in the process, and
billing matters. We discussed our ideal or-
ganizations and found that our visions
converged. The client expressed confidence
in me and optimism for the impending
project.

Both clients and consultants vary in
their ability to cultivate working part-
nerships. Consultants need a well-
developed ability for monitoring the
emotional side of their clients and
responding to it, especially during dif-
ficult periods of the change process.
They must also be able to understand
and modulate their own feelings
toward the client during the periods
when progress moves in halting steps
and they become frustrated. 1 find that
most consultants focus to some degree
on this component of the collaborative
relationship and work hard to enhance
it. The contracting phase of a consult-
ing engagement essentially addresses
many issues in the Working Partner-
ship, and Block (1981), among others,
has provided valuable guidance.

Consultants need a
well-developed ability for
monitoring the cenotional side
of their clients and responding
to it. They must also be able to
understand and modulate their
otrn feelings roweard the client.

The second component, the Hid-
den Relationship, has received signifi-
cantly less attention because we are less
conscious of its prevalence and often
confuse it with the Open Relation-
ship. Nonetheless, the Hidden Rela-
tionship can be insidious, and, if not
managed, it can block any hope of
collaboration.

The Hidden Relationship:
Transference and Countertransference

The Hidden Relationship represents the
psychological phenomenon of transfer-

ence by the client. It entails a misper-
ception or misunderstanding of the
consultant regardless of positive or neg-
ative reactions, and can be the client’s
defense against acknowledging a need
for change in his own behavior.

Although the client may be con-
scious of feelings or perceptions re-
garding the consultant, the fact that the
client is misperceiving (seeing the con-
sultant in certain ways as someone he
or she is not) is not conscious. If it
were conscious, the transference would
not exist. All people, and in this case
all clients, possess a predisposition to
engage in certain distortions of other
people. Aspects of the consultant’s be-
havior or appearance often serve as a
trigger that allows the client to form a
predisposed perception. The phenome-
non of transference is a resistance or,
more accurately, a defense. It is as if
maintaining certain feelings toward and
perceptions of the consultant allows the
client to keep shielded from his or her
awareness of painful experiences.

Transference is based on four major
feelings that every human being expe-
riences: love, hate, feelings about
dependency, and feelings about one’s
self-image. The feelings people have
about dependency and self-image, in
particular, affect the degree of transfer-
ence. Transterence probably occurs in
all relationships, but its effect is magni-
fied and intensified in any help-giving
relationship. Timing seems to play little
it any role in the occurrence of this
hidden relationship. It often occurs at
the moment of first contact with the
consultant—or maybe even prior to
contact, since expectations about the
intervention and fantasy about the con-
sultant can emerge before the work
begins.

“Transference pull” is a ubiquitous
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phenomenon in any helping relation-
ship. Since all consultants are partially a
blank screen, in that most of their per-
sonal backgrounds and characteristics
are unknown to their clients, transfer-
ence can be triggered and has the po-
tential of intruding on the collabora-
tion. This, in turn, can have an impact
on their work.

This means that a consultant must
be aware of and prepared for a trans-
ference throughout the consulting re-
lationship, because he or she might be
seen as a threat by some in the client
organization. In these cases, the con-
sultant will be tested repeatedly and
can expect hostility when change is
introduced.

I was first introduced to the organization
at a laye luncheon forum that brought
together many of the employees as a means
to explain my upcoming work with the orga-
nization. One individual in particular shot
me menacing looks from the mowment |
walked in the door and asked during a
Q&A what assurance they would have that
I would not divulge trade secrets regarding
software code and other proprietary corporate
information. Verbally and nonverbally, the
signal from him was clear: “I know very lit-
tle about you, and, even though all that I
have heard is positive, I don’t trust you. |
don’t like the idea that you’ll be poking
around here.” After the meeting, I learned he
was a respected senior-ranking vice president.

Transference operates in both direc-
tions. When experienced by the con-
sultant, countertransference represents
reactions toward the client. There are
two views on countertransference: the
older, Freudian-based belief is that it is
linked to the consultant’s past signifi-
cant relationships. These reactions will
typically address the consultant’s unre-

solved needs rather than the client’s
problem or development.

The more contemporary view, and
the one I believe explains most of the
countertransference that consultants
frequently experience, suggests that it
can be induced by the client and is not
a sign of the consultant’s unresolved
issues. In this view, the countertrans-
ference process is regarded as an appro-
priate, natural emotional response that
is useful as an information-gathering
tool. Of course, the consultant has to
be aware that countertransference is
taking place in order to use it con-
structively. Induced countertransference
is a form of nonverbal communication
achieved though a process known as
projective identification. Unfortunate-
ly, “the way projective identification
works in the consulting relationship is
little understood or studied by consul-
tants” (Kets de Vries, 1991, p. 311).

The unconscious transfer of infor-
mation occurs in two phases. It begins
with the client’s denial or rejection of
thoughts or feelings inherent in his or
her unconscious image of a situation.
The client therefore alters an uncom-
fortable experience by imagining that
part of it is an attribute of someone or
something else, rather than him or
herself.

In the second phase of projective
identification, the recipient of the
attribution or projection—the consul-
tant—is essentially inducted into the
originator’s—the clients—scheme of
things. The consultant is subtly pres-
sured into thinking, feeling, and even
behaving in a manner consistent with
the feelings or thoughts projected by
the client.

The impact of projections from a
client and the vulnerability (or recep-
tivity) of consultants to the projection,
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which in turn elicits the countertrans-
ference, is not a pathological sign.
Rather, it can be a rich source of infor-
mation about unconscious dimensions
of the client’s organization.

Applying the concept of projective
identification to client-consultant rela-
tionships begins with two assumptions.
The first is that this projective process
is ongoing and the organization’s
inability to deal with it can actually
influence the organization to bring in
an outside consultant. For example, if a
manager denies his or her own lack
of competency and “projects” it onto
others, that manager may recruit a
consultant and define the problem as
staff incompetence. A second assump-
tion is that developing anything close
to a collaborative relationship places
the consultant in the client’s sphere
of organizational social relationships.
Working in the same vortex of organi-
zational dynamics that swirl around
others who work there, the consultant
can get drawn into its effect.

The projective process is
a stredmn of comnninication
thar yields otherwise hidden
information. Typically, this
information addresses issies
that the client is struggling
with bur for wlich he or she

carnot take ovwmnership,

Given these two assumptions, the
projective process provides an opportu-
nity for vital insight. It is a stream of
communication that yields otherwise
hidden information—data about the
situation otherwise unavailable through
more ordinary means of investigation.
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Typically, this information addresses
issues that the client is struggling with
but for which he or she cannot take
ownership.

The CEOQO, noted in the national media
as ove of the most brilliant practitioners in
his profession, has an impressive presence in
meetings. He exudes sharp analytic skills, a
memory like a hard drive for details and
concepts, and a polished interpersonal de-
meator that enables him to effectively draw
others into his agenda. His style often
exudes warmth but may at times be expe-
rienced as intimidating. He is the architect
of the firm’s emphasis on tangible indicators
of intelligence (e.g., SAT scores and diplo-
mas from elite colleges), and he often repeats
a mantra of the corporate culture: “We're
really smart, we do things in a smart way,
and we always do it right the first time.”

I had scheduled a number of meetings
with him to provide preliminary feedback
on the assessment and to provide personal
feedback and informal coaching on his lead-
ership effectiveness. Although he found the
conceptual models of leadership valid and
helpful, he became quite defensive when the
discussion turned to the need for his own
behavioral changes. When the feedback to
him focused on issues of control, not “walk-
ing the talk” (not owning up to mistakes he
made and forcing others to take responsibil-
ity for strategic or operational errors), he
began to attack the validity of my data. His
tone changed instantly from cordially con-
versational to hard-edged argumentative. As
I think back on these discussions, I recall
that a pattern accompanied his transforma-
tion during the meetings: when the topic
related in any way to his accuracy or past
judgment (that is, was intelligence-related),
he went into attack mode. I, unfortunately,
did not recognize the subtleties of the pat-
tern at the time.

I was influenced by the unusually strong

value placed on intelligence in this culture
and was comparing myself to members of
the organization. My initial response was
to believe that I was less intelligent than the
client group and certainly less than my pri-
mary client, the CEO. Since the firm’s cul-
ture, and the CEQ in particular, put such
a high premium on being smart and perfect
(“do it right the furst time”), this self-per-
ception was unconsciously induced by them
and led to the pushing of a countertransfer-
ence “button.” At the time I was conscious
only of the belief that I would have to work
twice as hard to match the organization’s
expectations of me, dispel their aversion to
consultants, and make a meaningful impact
on the organization.

A classic psychoanalytic explanation
would suggest that I had unresolved issues
from my past that related to my self-image
at the time of this intervention. Though
unaware of it then, I had become dependent
on the CEO by seeking acknowledgment
from him and others that my intelligence
was equal to theirs. A more contemporary
explanation, however, would propose that 1
was drawn into the client system’s inner,
unconscious image that related to their own
issues regarding intelligence. These issues, in
turn, were projected onto me. It was impor-
tant to their outer self-image that they were
not only highly intelligent but more intelli-
gent than others. The CEO was irrational-
ly preoccupied with intelligence because he
needed to feel superior on this dimension;
the other executives’ reaction was to identi-
fy with this as a defensive response. They
took on the same beliefs, values, and atti-
tudes regarding intelligence as their leader.
The effect, ultimately, was to induce the
issue in me through various comments and
questions that inappropriately crossed the
client-consultant boundary (“Your SAT
scores, Mark?”).

In my desire to establish a collaborative
relationship through behaviors related to the
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Working Partnership, I tried to be helpful
and sympathetic from a relatively uncritical
perspective. This led me to collude with the
distorted image of the situation that the
client conveyed (“We're very smart, every-
one else is less 50.”). In the early stages of
the relationship, when the partnership was

fragile, ny pull to identify with the client

was often strong, and I did nearly every-
thing in my power to look and act very
smart. Unfortunately, as an uncritical miy-
ror of the client’s projective process, I missed
out on important information, which
undermined my effectiveness.

In reality, the CEO exptessed confi-
dence and support in me through company-
wide e-mail. But I was drawn in by the
powerful projective identification operating
below the surface in the executive suite and
interpreted my capability and intellect as
below par.

The countertransference experienced dur-
ing this period of the project was potent. It
made the work unpleasant because I was
putting in too much (unbillable) time as a
way to compensate for the belief that, even
though I was not as smart, if I worked real-
ly hard, they would think I was.
Unfortunately, all I was conscious of at the
time was anger and resentment because the
client was unappreciative of the extra toil
and trouble I was devoting.

Countertransference represents the
consultant’s internal experience, rather
than his or her behavior toward the
client. It may or may not be acted out by
the consultant. In my case, the behavior
was a result of the countertransference
induced by projective identification—
the mirroring of a preoccupation with
intellectual competence.

Not all emotional reactions by a
consultant are countertransterential.
Many consultants’ reactions are simply
expressions of valid and realistic human
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responses to particular situations and
therefore part of the Working Partner-
ship or the Open Relationship.

The Open Relationship

The Open Relationship refers to that
component of the total relationship that
has no transference associated and is not
directly related to tasks. It has two de-
fining features: genuineness and realistic
perceptions. Genuineness is the ability
and willingness to be authentic, open,
and honest. Realistic perceptions are
those uncontaminated by distortions
from transference or other defenses. In
other words, both client and consultant
see each other in an accurate and realis-
tic way.

This dynamic is experienced on two
levels. There are nonintimate interac-
tions that typically take the form of
chatty conversations not linked to the
organizational task. Although some of
these interactions seem superficial, they
may convey a very human kind of re-
spect for the person to whom they are
directed. The open relationship is also
experienced In intimate interactions
that express how one feels about the
other.

When a consultant tells a client I
really enjoy your sense of humor” or a
client tells the consultant that “I get
angry when you'’re late for a meeting,”
they are both contributing to the Open
Relationship in an intimate way.® This
greatly affects the process and outcome
of the consulting because it supports
the Working Partnership. The consul-
tant contributes to it through genuine-
ness, facilitating the client’s genuineness,
and attempting to see and understand

* What would have been an open, honest
response to my client’s question about my
SAT scores?

CLIENTS MAKE YOU CRAZY

the client realistically. Clients contribute
through their struggle to be genuine
with the consultant and to perceive him
or her realistically. Focusing on the
Open Relationship is often an effective
strategy for managing the barriers of
client transference.

About one month into the project, I
received a call from the vice president who
had expressed his concerns during the intro-
ductory luncheon forum. I interpreted his
remarks as transference-related at the time,
since he had formed these strong impres-
sions without knowing anything about me.
He wanted to meet with me, and I saw this
as a window of opportunity to build a rela-
tionship with him. As gruff and threatening
as he seemed during that initial introducto-
ry meeting, I learned from others that he
was the soft heart of the organization.

Transference and
cousitertransference are nornal
Indirect consequences of the
consulting relationship.

“Iell me what books to read so I can
learn to manage better” was how the meet-
ing began and the level at which it contin-
ued through its duration. My agenda was to
get this guy to trust me and not to convince
him that all the wisdom of exemplary man-
agerial behavior resided in books or could be
learned sufficiently from reading. I provided
a bibliography and elicited from him areas
in which he wanted to improve. His de-
meanor struck me as frigid, absent of any
affect. Nonetheless, he agreed to meet a sec-
ond time, and, in the interim, I sent him
articles and a_few books from my library.

My objective was not to uncover the
source of his transference (the Hidden Rela-
tionship), nor was it totally focused on devel-
oping the Working Partnership. Rather, I
wanted to reduce the manifestation of the
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transference. By the fourth meeting, our
interchanges became warmer dialogues. He
talked about his historic distrust of consul-
tants (and how I broke his stereotype), his
ideas about high-tech entrepreneurship, his
displeasure with how the firm was not
doing more to develop its younger membets,
and how the culture needed to reflect the
needs of its workforce more closely. The dis-
cussions were friendly conversations marked
by genuineness and both nonintimate and
intimate interactions. He was expressing con-
fidence in my abilities and a willingness to
discuss his managerial dilemmas. I offered
my impression of how the quality of our
interactions during these meetings was
aking my work with him more enjoyable.
He ultimately became the strongest support-
er among senior management for my recom-
mendations, and he pushed the CEO for a
timetable that would keep the momentum
of the project moving. By focusing on the
Working Partnership and the Open Rela-
tionship, our interactions improved, the trans-
ference was reduced, and the collaboration was
strengthened.

Achieving Collaboration:
Managing the Transference
and Countertransference

Developing collaborative relationships
with clients involves sensitivity to the
“pull” that consultants have to elicit
transference. We need to be equally
aware of the fact that clients have the
ability to push our emotional buttons
as well and elicit countertransference.
Transference and countertransference
are normal indirect consequences of the
consulting relationship, and the more
process-focused the work becomes, the
greater the probability these dynamics
will send one off course.

Three guidelines can steer a consul-
tant over the potentially bumpy road:

Fall 1995

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.




34

c Identify when, where, and with
whom the Hidden Relationship is
operating. Periodically step back
and assess your primary relation-
ships within a client organization,
and monitor your performance at
managing the Working Partnership
and Open Relationship. Table 1
provides some typical early warning
signals of countertransference.

o The Hidden Relationship represents
valid information to understand the
client system and develop appropri-
ate interventions. Use the data.

£ Manage the transference and coun-
tertransference, and prevent it from
derailing the intervention. Be mind-
ful that countertransference can dis-
able an otherwise healthy collabora-
tive relationship and make your life
with the client miserable.

An understanding of why clients are
coming for help and why they are
coming now, rather than at another
time, may provide insight on the trans-
ference and countertransference and
information for planning a response to
it. Accepting the notion of client trans-
ference also can ease our unpleasant
reactions to its manifestations, such as
hostility or resistance. It is possible that,
at some point during an intervention, a
consultant might get angry with the
client. Anger may evolve from an issue
belonging to the Working Partnership,
but it may in turn trigger a counter-
transference reaction revealing the con-
sultant’s own unresolved issues.

How does one take stock of these
dynamics and determine whether they
are operating at any point in time? One
strategy 1s to adapt an existing proven
model. It is commonplace for practi-
tioners in the psychotherapeutic profes-
sions to meet regularly with a more
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experienced colleague or a peer group
to discuss cases and problematic inter-
ventions. Unfortunately, management
consultants seem to be much less in-
clined to meet on a scheduled, shadow-
consulting basis with colleagues who are
not personally involved in the same as-
signments. This is a missed opportunity.

The model involves monthly or
bimonthly meetings with four to six
colleagues who do not work on over-
lapping projects. They discuss the status
of current assignments and what they
have learned from recent successes and
failures, and they present prevailing
dilemmas that have left them baffled.
They also talk about how they feel
working with various clients. It is here
that colleagues can help you determine
whether your behavior and emotional
reactions with clients belong to the
Working Partnership, Open Relation-
ship, or Hidden Relationship. Once
identified, decisions can be made and
strategies developed for managing each
of the components. These meetings
can be a sobering and ego-threatening
experience, but their upside may
change the way you develop and man-
age the collaborative client relationship.

After discussing my difficulties with a few
trusted colleagues, I realized I was managing
the countertransference in the Hidden
Relationship poorly. This may have been
obvious to anyone else skilled in manage-
ment consulting, but I was too close and per-
sonally involved in the situation to see the
bigger picture clearly. It may have been mak-
ing me miserable, but, more important at the
time, I was not doing what was best for the
client. Rather than continuing fto identify
with the dient’s projection, I began to care-
Sfully call him on it. By providing clear
examples to the CEO of his resistance and
antagonism to nry past feedback, we were
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able to discuss how this was replicated in
his interactions with others at the firm. I
acknowledged his comments and organiza-
tional policies that related to intelligence and
pointed out how they had the effect of mak-
ing others feel stupid, leading to his subordi-
nates’ lack of confidence in themselves and,
eventually, to a “play it safe and don’t take
risks” organizational culture—rnot a healthy
attitude for such a competitive industry.

All that I could do was interpret from
the outside-in. My role was not to be the
CEOY therapist, nor was I interested in
engaging him on the deep personal issues T
believed represented part of the emotional
baggage he was dragging into the organiza-
tion. Recognizing countertransference for
what it was enabled me to be more effective.
Ultimately, the feedback to him led to
incremental behavioral changes that had a
positive effect on the staff. m

Table 1. Telltale Early-Warning
Signals of Countertransference.

Feeling intense emotional reactions or
unusual feelings (e.g., feeling intensely
angry, demeaned, vulnerable, devastated,
“shaken to the core,” manipulated,
drained, irritated).

Forgetting appointments

Losing patience

Feeling sleepy, bored, or unable to
concentrate

Intervening beyond the call of duty

Reducing attention or denying ser-
vice completely

Attempting to persuade or convince a
client about your viewpoint—at any cost

Arguing for no good reason

Avoiding a client

Wishing the client would terminate
or seek services elsewhere
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