
Travelling by train to a staff counselling
Special Interest Group meeting, we
chanced to pick up a stray copy of

The Independent, open at an obituary
dedicated to Isabel Menzies Lyth. As a
psychoanalyst and social scientist she was
among the first to research ‘the functioning
of social systems as a defence against
anxiety’1. Many others have followed,
trying to understand why human beings
often behave ‘badly’ in work groups. As
staff counsellors we are often called upon
by clients as they try to find ways to stay
well in the work environment. Staff
counsellors in many organisations have
been trying to find a way of working more
proactively with their institutions in order
to help those in charge understand how
they can protect and promote the
psychological health of their employees.

This is not an easy conversation to have,
given a widespread distrust of the notion
of workplace stress and an even greater
discomfort about how to address the
issue without ‘opening the floodgates’. 

Menzies Lyth proposed that when the
psychological needs of a workforce are
not understood, the culture, structure and
functioning of the organisation becomes
determined by them to the detriment of
its core task and aims. Her original thesis
highlighted the need of nurses to protect
themselves from feelings of distress
associated with risk, death, suffering and
illness. Patients were depersonalised by
work practices evolved to meet these
anxieties, which were not attended to by
the management culture and wider
organisation. Menzies Lyth concluded that
it would profit an organisation to work
more consciously with and through these
anxieties so that detrimental practices
did not become institutionalised.

We began to wonder how her hypothesis
could be used to help the psychological
health of further and higher educational
communities. Her wisdom has been echoed
in many subsequent schools of therapy
and more recently, by the organising idea
presented by Griffin and Tyrell2 in human

givens therapy. This focuses on the core
task for the therapist as understanding
the client’s emotional/psychological
needs and how they can find their own
resources to address them either from
within or from the external environment. 

If we accept the hypothesis that unmet
psychological needs impact negatively on
an organisation’s core purpose, how do we
begin to bring to mind the needs of staff
in our educational communities? Which
anxieties are held out of consciousness and
which work practices allow this denial to
continue to the detriment of all concerned?

Arthur3 concluded that ‘work-related
stress is a result of complex psychosocial
interactions. In higher educational settings
we are engaged in ‘emotional labour’.
Arthur points out that this can present a
‘profound challenge to a person’s sense
of self’. Hoschild4 talks about the burnout,
depersonalisation, exhaustion and lowered
empathy that can result – all in an
atmosphere of extreme competition, the
quest for excellence, creativity, innovation
and knowledge while characterised by
short-term contracts, virtual organisations,
loss of job security etc.

Herriot5 points out that as the employer-
employee relationship is a human one, with
emotions a fundamental component,
problems arise when the employer 
does not take account of the ‘self’. The
psychological contract is breached with
the potential for trauma, betrayal and
hurt, but more importantly, unconscious
acting out of the anxieties aroused. Many
of us as staff counsellors are witness to
these dynamics that lie at the root of
much work-related stress. 

How can we conceptualise an employee’s
sense of self and how can the organisation
relate to and understand such needs? A
common language and point of reference
can perhaps be found in the human givens
understanding of an individual’s basic
emotional needs, namely sufficient:
! security 
! privacy 
! control/autonomy 
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coordinating services

Having a flexible membership 
can be a source of some uncertainty,
but we wanted to allow as many
people as had responsibility 
to attend. 

The outstanding issue is one 
of confidentiality. On the whole,
students brought to the group are
posing some risk to the wellbeing 
of themselves or others, and so
would fall into the category of
allowing a wider confidentiality.
Certainly, content of counselling
sessions is not under discussion, 
but it may be that the student
should at least be informed that
their circumstances will be shared
among the wider team members,
some of whom they may not know.
When my clients have been involved
(usually because I want to advocate
more provision for them!) they have
not refused to give consent, but 
I think under the spirit of data
protection, we may need another
form to cover this. Such a form is
being discussed at the next level 
up – the student support services
team – and we expect to have 
this sorted out by the end of this
academic year. 

Although the time commitment 
is considerable and pressures are
increasing, I believe that we save
many hours of mopping up crises 
by being able to give thought and
attention to complex situations as
they arise. In addition, a level of
trust is established in the team so
that when we have to rely on each
other in those times of stress or
crisis, there is already a good
foundation laid.

The search is always for the
balance between systems and
containment, and offering good 
and solid support to the students
struggling with multiple needs. 
How to keep the human touch as
well as achieving a good level of
professionalism is a balancing act
that we need to keep continually
before us. !

Janet Aldridge, head of student
counselling, University of Chichester;
past Chair AUCC

Organisations behaving 
Marie Feltham and Jules Howdin reflect on how staff 
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! community 
! fun and friendship 
! status
! meaning and purpose 
! stimulation
! attention
! sense of competence and
achievement.

Although this may seem quite a list, an
employer can go a long way to meeting
these needs. Perhaps a way forward for
staff counsellors is to help our clients
and, more importantly, our organisations,
to think of creative ways of meeting
those needs. Further, if we accept the
premise that stress levels return to
normal when an individual’s basic
human needs are met, our organisation’s
responsibilities for the health and
safety of their staff in relation to stress
management can be achieved. In this way
we can avoid the unconscious acting
out referred to by Menzies Lyth and
instead access our creative, imaginative,
collaborating brains (our innate resources)
and thereby empathy, learning and
communication may be restored.

The theme of this year’s AUCC
conference ‘Who do you think you are?’
is a timely invitation to staff counsellors
to think about how to develop their
roles in ways that reflect rapidly changing
individual/societal needs and trends.
How can we proactively embed
ourselves within the complicated day-
to-day functioning of the institution as
well as support and assist communication,
and feel positive about our service as
well as use our relational skills to
promote ethical and supportive
working conditions? Many counsellors
have experienced the consequences 
of institutional knee-jerk reactions to
incidents as opposed to a measured
response when dealing with such issues
as stress at work, managing anxiety etc.
As a consequence, concerns are expressed
about the ability of organisations to
effectively manage issues such as

bullying as an organisational rather than
a personal issue.

A workshop at the 2008 AUCC
conference brought together a large
group of staff counsellors. When
thinking about their own needs the
following were identified as lacking:
! the need for recognition and attention
! the need to have a sense of control
over the working environment
! a need for a sense of fun and
enjoyment
! a need for a sense of continuity,
community and support.

Interestingly, issues of lack of privacy,
or meaning and purpose, were not
identified as concerns. 

This shifted when the focus moved
to which needs were least met in their
organisations as a whole (for themselves
and others). Themes that emerged were:
! a marked sense of competitiveness
and stress from the institution striving
for excellence, challenging a sense of
security and competence 
! limited services and lack of attention
for therapists when they themselves
needed emotional support
! restricted resources at a time of
increased emphasis on widening
participation and the subsequent rise 
in requests for psychological and other
support such as a mental health input
leading to reduced control and autonomy
! the need for stronger communication
links with higher management to promote
an understanding of the role and function
of counselling, lest status, meaning and
purpose become compromised.

Creative solutions
Positive and creative solutions that were
suggested included:
! finding creative and playful ways to
explore how current policies and
procedures exist in relation to the overall
vision of the institution eg a large public
jigsaw as a visual representation of their
interconnectedness

! decreasing the use of email and
encouraging more face-to-face meetings
! providing a separate service for staff
to enable the focus on specific staff-
related issues
! connecting with other systems, such
as occupational health and human
resources to establish joined-up support
! providing middle management with
training in relational skills to promote 
a healthy approach to interpersonal
interactions
! to explore how collaboration can be
established in the face of competition.

Conclusion
The culture of life within educational
institutions has inevitably been changed
with the emphasis on widening
participation and the push to raise
funds through increased student numbers,
all of which has a considerable impact
on employees. It is therefore more urgent
than ever that we find coherent shared
strategies throughout our institutions
that allow us to cater simultaneously
for the fundamental human emotional
needs of our workforce as well as the
corporate task. In this way we may
avoid the unconscious acting out and
burnout referred to above, and protect
against the negative influence of stress
on the organisation and the individual. 

effective institutions

badly: from anxiety to creativity
might help their institutions operate more effectively

It is more urgent
than ever that we 

find coherent shared
strategies that allow us
to cater simultaneously

for the fundamental
human emotional needs
of our workforce as well
as the corporate task
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effective institutions

The credit crunch, disillusionment with
our financial institutions and worldwide
financial instability must be impacting on
employees in terms of their needs for
security, autonomy and a sense of control.
We know that people are prepared to work
even longer hours in times of recession
due to job insecurity, real or imagined.
This will have a negative impact on
individual needs for fun, relaxation and a
sense of community. There will be worries
over status as organisations make changes
in an attempt to survive the downturn.

Staff counsellors may help by informing
and educating their organisations about
the negative impact that these worries
might have on the workforce/corporate
task. When change happens, policies and
procedures could be employed which are
mindful of human needs and resources, 
as outlined by the human givens model 
of optimal functioning. Reassurance,
information and practical help may
become very important, ie by providing
prompt access to financial advisors or
debt management professionals.

A fulfilling organisation is normally
comprised of happy, secure individuals.
Such an organisation is unlikely to 
‘behave badly’. Instead we could create
communities characterised by low anxiety,
high creativity and productive
collaboration. !

Marie Feltham, staff counsellor, University 
of Sheffield; Chair of staff counselling SIG,
AUCC. Jules Howdin, staff counsellor,
University of Liverpool
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Textraordin
Working as a lone practitioner, Justin Miller finds 

Although the evidence is anecdotal,
the use of text as a means of
communicating with students in

HE/FE settings seems to have increased
dramatically in the past few years.
Students are starting to assume they
should be able to communicate by text
with their institutions. Until now, HE/FE
settings that wanted to text students
would often share a single mobile
phone among several team members. 

There are drawbacks and limitations
to ‘traditional texting’ in this manner:
! In organisations, it is not practical for
many people to send and receive texts
from a single mobile phone. 
! It is time consuming to send multiple
texts to many people.
! On mobile phones, texts cannot be
scheduled, for example to be sent at
8pm or at the weekend.

An application called TxtTools
addresses these shortcomings and
offers numerous advantages over
traditional texting (or no texting at all). 

What is TxtTools?
TxtTools is a web-based application that
acts as a ‘virtual’ mobile phone. It is
accessed through an internet browser
and operates in a similar manner to
email services such as Gmail or Yahoo!
mail. Once a licence has been bought,
the end user receives a mobile phone
number. Texts are inexpensive to send
and can be sent to any mobile phone
anywhere in the world which makes 
it particularly useful for contacting
international students outside the UK.
It is free to receive texts. 

Texts can be sent instantly, as with 
a traditional mobile phone – once the
text is written, pressing ‘send’ sends the
text immediately. Alternatively, texts can
be scheduled to be delivered at some
point in the future. This is a particularly

useful function. Like email, logging into
a TxtTools account allows received texts
to be read. Also, through the use of easy
to set up rules, texts can be forwarded
to a user’s email account for no charge
or can be forwarded to a user’s mobile
for a nominal fee. This means that a
student can text their counsellor at the
general number and the text can be
forwarded to the counsellor’s own
personal mobile phone without the
student knowing that number. TxtTools
also allows the creation of an address
book whereby it becomes possible to
text a group of students at the same time.
For example, if a certain counsellor is out
of the office due to illness, it is possible
to send a mass text to all the student
clients of that particular counsellor.

TxtTools in practice
Below are some practical examples of
how I use TxtTools.

Check-in system 
When a student arrives for an
appointment they text the word
counselling followed by their name. 
I am then alerted (at no additional cost)
through my Outlook email that the
student has arrived. If I am not near a
computer I am able to modify the rule
so that the student’s text is forwarded
to my mobile phone (for the standard
text rate) without divulging my mobile
phone number. There are many
advantages to using texts in this way. 
It creates a discreet check-in system
where students do not have to announce
that they have come for counselling,
abolishing the need for reception. It also
saves me a great deal of time as I do not
have to check if students have arrived.
Until they have arrived, I am able to
make phone calls, deal with emails etc.
To date, students have been very pleased
with this system.


