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Abstract

Orientation: The fourth industrial revolution (4IR) creates numerous organisational changes. New technologies and their influences are studied; however, hardly any research focuses on studying the unconscious systems psychodynamics (SPs).

Research purpose: The purpose of the study was to explore and understand feelings in an organisational 4IR context from a SP perspective.

Motivation for the study: Scholars have recently issued calls to shift attention from describing the 4IR processes in terms of rapid structural, technological and disruptive changes towards the understanding of subjective ‘lived-through’ feelings and experiences and in situ responses to 4IR events. Based on this shift, the authors aim at exploring the ‘lived-through’ experiences in this study from a SP viewpoint.

Research approach/design and method: This article presents findings from a qualitative study conducted in a technology organisation, analysing 16 interviews with managers in middle and top management positions.

Main findings: The findings show SP playing out in terms of splitting, projection, projective identification and idealisation. Findings with regard to the five fundamental systemic behavioural conventions (dependency, flight/fight, pairing, me-ness, one-ness or we-ness) are also presented.

Practical/managerial implications: Managers experience anxiety and excitement as strongly influential in the 4IR transformational processes and as playing an important role in SP processes.

Contributions/value-add: Organisations and employees need to be made aware of the new trends in the 4IR and the underlying unconscious processes within the organisation. Employees could undergo training to improve their understanding of intra- and inter-psychological and organisational processes and the impact on organisational change and transformation within the 4IR contexts.
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Introduction

The introduction of new digital technologies in industrial companies is creating new socio-technical interactions between physical and virtual elements, leading to human-related, technical and organisational changes (Becker & Stern, 2016). Scholars have recently issued numerous calls to shift attention from describing the fourth industrial revolution (4IR) processes in terms of rapid structural, technological and disruptive changes towards the understanding of subjective ‘lived-through’ feelings and experiences and in situ responses to 4IR events. Using appraisal theories, Barclay and Kiefer (2019) argued that focusing on the employee’s perspective highlights the importance of feelings in 4IR experiences. Furthermore, this emphasis creates opportunities for novel insights regarding feelings that are likely to be relevant, the constructive responses that can emerge from anxiety and excitement, and the interplay between these feelings and the 4IR. In order to deal with these changes and the related emerging challenge in the 4IR, there is a need for qualitative research that can serve as the foundation for theories, models and frameworks to guide future research and practitioners in their journey towards the 4IR. By using a psychodynamic lens, this qualitative study attempts to offer novel insights into this phenomenon. The role of negative feelings in the change process has long been discussed in the literature (Mayer, 2020).

Kiefer (2005) postulated that three main antecedents to anxiety in ongoing change are as follows: perceptions of an insecure future, inadequate working conditions and inadequate treatment by the organisation. Two outcome variables were identified: trust in and withdrawal from the organisation. Regression and path analysis revealed that (1) ongoing changes are associated with anxiety, (2) this relationship between ongoing changes and feelings is mediated by the three proposed antecedents and (3) anxiety predicts employee’s lack of trust and employee’s withdrawal. The following questions can be asked: How does the 4IR differ from disruptive changes that have been studied before? How do feelings, such as anxiety or excitement, play out differently in the 4IR? However, such qualitative data are minimal (Hoffmann et al., 2019; Schneider, 2018). In this article, we address this gap and present qualitative evidence that illustrates how the 4IR transformations affect feelings in terms of anxiety and excitement in the 4IR context (Kadir & Broberg, 2020). As a frame of interpretative reference, we use the systems- psychodynamic (SP) theory.

Research purpose and objectives

The purpose of the study was to explore and understand feelings in an organisational 4IR context from a SP perspective.

Literature review

Systems psychodynamics are founded in social psychoanalytic, group relations, object relations and open systems theory (Colman & Bexton, 1975; Colman & Geller, 1985; Cytrynbaum & Noumair, 2004; Greyvenstein & Cilliers, 2012). In theory, it encompasses Freudian systemic psychoanalysis (Freud, 1921), the research of Klein (1988) on family psychology, Ferenczi on object relations and Bertalanffy on systems philosophy (Colman & Bexton, 1975; Colman & Geller, 1985; Cytrynbaum & Noumair, 2004). From a research viewpoint, SP propose a profundity-psychological organisational theory – a developmentally converged, psycho-educational practice aimed at the interpretation of the conscious and unconscious conduct in the organisation (Armstrong, 2005; Campbell, 2007; Campbell & Huffington, 2008; Huffington, Armstrong, Halton, Hoyle, & Pooley, 2004; Klein, 2005). The primary task of SP is to provide developmentally and psychoeducationally focused reflection and learning opportunities to the individual manager to study, become aware of and gain insight into how anxiety and excitement are influenced by both conscious and unconscious behaviour (Brunning, 2006; Huffington et al., 2004; Kets de Vries, 2007; Newton, Long, & Sievers 2006). Consciousness refers to objectivity and rational behaviour and unconsciousness to ‘the organisation in the mind’, which contains the system’s unconscious defences and irrational behaviours (Armstrong, 2005). All of these behavioural assumptions are unconscious experiences (Cilliers & Terblanche, 2010). The philosophy is centred on five fundamental systemic behavioural assumptions, specifically, dependency, fight/flight, pairing (Bion, 1961, 2003), me-ness (Turquet, 1974) and one-ness or we-ness (Cilliers & May, 2010). Fraher (2004) provided an overview regarding the five fundamental systemic behavioural assumptions.

Dependency

The system needs to be rescued by an omnipotent leader. Dependence shows in employees’ relatedness to an inventive, ‘fantasised’ and caring parental figure (Campbell, 2007). When these needs are not met, employees encounter uncertainty, uneasiness and de-authorisation (Czander, 1993). In such a dependent framework, employees end up being excessively dependent upon each other and the organisation as representatives of authority figures within the organisation (Van der Toorn, Tyler, & Jost, 2011). When authority figures fail to meet employees’ needs, fizzled reliance is predominant (Huffington et al., 2004).

Flight or fight

The system is under threat and needs to fight an aggressor or needs to get away from danger. These experiences are happening in the (collective) unconscious mind of the system. Fight or flight shows the fighting against or flight away from an imagined enemy (the foe within the intellect) (Bion, 1961; Cytrynbaum & Noumair, 2004).

Pairing

The system’s survival depends on the connection between two powerful objects to create a father or mother (authority figures/‘objects representing authority in the mind’) and figure and saviour. Pairing alludes to employees’ collective oblivious uneasiness related to inventiveness and progression. It shows the pairing up of seen capable objects based on the confident wish for the birth of a saviour to take the psychic torment away (Colman & Bexton, 1975).

One-ness or we-ness

The system’s wish to become part of an undifferentiated, homogenous, omnipotent and powerful yet passive union without individuality, differentiation or diversity. One-ness or we-ness shows when employees yield their distinction and mentally connect in a non-existent effective union with a supreme drive in order to encounter well-being and wholeness (Turquet, 1974). We-ness refers to the opposite of me-ness, the unconscious need to join a powerful union with and absorption into an omnipotent force, surrendering the self in passive participation (Lawrence, 1999).

Me-ness

The system’s fear of destructive group processes leads to individual disconnectedness. Me-ness is seen as a versatile resistance showing when individual employees perceive their group’s conduct or impact as undermining and scaring. People at that point detach themselves from their group association and depend on their independence and self-reliance to manage the demands of their feelings (Bion, 1961; Steyn & Cilliers, 2016).

Systems psychodynamics postulate an organisational theory concerning the perception and elucidation of systemic configurations and its connection to deep contained, unconscious and tacit individual, social and organisational anxiety (Armstrong, 2005; Gould, Stapley, & Stein, 2006). Bion (1961) conferred that exposed organisations operate in two kinds of procedures: the working group refers to the conscious attention on the complex organisational task, whilst the central group performs unconsciously in congruence or incongruence with the working group with the task to decrease anxiety in order to continue to exist (Steyn & Cilliers, 2016). Systems psychodynamics foster knowledge concerning the conscious and unconscious psychodynamics working in an organisation (Amado, 1995; May, 2019; Mayer, Oosthuizen, Tonelli, & Surtee, 2018). Applying the SP perspective empowers consultants, researchers and others to work with 4IR conscious and unconscious crescendos, organisational composition and strategy and the collaboration between the two (Mayer, 2020).

Anxiety

In this research, anxiety is demarcated as the organisation’s unconscious propelling energy (Huffington et al., 2004) to control the trepidation of the 4IR. Anxiety acts as the thrusting power in the organisation’s unconscious and could manifest as free-floating (a persistent improbable prospect separated from a distinctly framed object of fear), endurance (the supposition that life is endangered), performance (the supposition that an individual’s value is lower than what is deemed at the time) and paranoid anxiety (constructed on the conviction in a possibly impairing adversary) (Farlex Medical Dictionary, 2015; Menzies, 1993; Schein, 2009). Subsequently, the system protects itself against the anxiety (Sievers, 2009). This is portrayed as the paranoid-schizoid stance (Klein, 1975) where the organisation experiences anxiety enthused by inflexibility in thoughts, fear of the 4IR and of torment, and imaginations of magnificence (Krantz, 2001), which are fortified against through splitting, projection, projective identification and idealisation (Blackman, 2004). From a theoretical research perspective, anxiety as an SP construct is applied in this research as a depth psychology experience driving unconscious behaviour towards survival of the group.

Splitting

According to Klein (1946), splitting of the object into good and bad is closely associated with extremely violent, sadistic impulses, which the child makes in desperate attempts to deal with a situation. The ego is not subjected to a passive split but actively employs splitting to defend against anxieties threatening its cohesion. In early life, splitting is a normal defensive mechanism, protecting the ego and the object from the death instinct. Splitting is an attempt of the early ego to achieve order and organisation (Klein, 1946, 1952). It seems that at this stage of development, the unification of external and internal, loved and hated, real and imaginary objects is carried out in such a way that each step towards unification leads to a renewed splitting in the images (Savvopoulos, Manolopoulos, & Beratis, 2011; Tenconi, 2020).

Projection

Splitting of the ego is followed by the projection of the sadistic part of the ego onto external reality so that it is perceived as part of someone else’s identity (Diamond, 2020). Projection, a more mature form of defence, consists of first repressing the intolerable experience, then projecting the experience onto the object and finally separating or distancing oneself from the object to fortify the defensive effort (Klein, 1946, 1952). This process is called projective identification (Savvopoulos et al., 2011).

Projective identification

Projective identification is essentially a primitive defence mechanism. The subject projects intolerable intrapsychic experiences onto an object, maintains empathy with what he projects, tries to control the object in a continuing effort to defend against the intolerable experience, and, unconsciously, in actual interaction with the object, leads the object to experience what has been projected onto him (Kernberg, 1987). It predominates in psychosis where it is accompanied by loss of reality testing, and, from a structural viewpoint, by the loss of boundaries between self and object representations (Diamond, 2020).

Idealisation

Melanie Klein (1946) described idealisation as part of an early defensive splitting and idealisation in which, in an effort to deal with overwhelming instinctual forces of life and death, good and bad aspects and experiences of the object are in phantasy kept apart (Mollon, 1986). An idealised object is sought to protect against a persecutory one. Thus, the idealisation may focus on the functional capacities of the object rather than the person per se. In idealising transference, it may be the process or technique of analysis that is idealised (Ployé, 1984; Tenconi, 2020).

If the organisation can manage the anxiety of the 4IR successfully towards the incorporation of its effective and ineffective elements into a resilient entity and reject the idea of the perfect entity, the organisation can retain its real behaviour and repair its entity and employee relationships (Cytrynbaum & Noumair, 2004; Steyn & Cilliers, 2016).

Excitement

Excitement is originally not a common feeling that is described in SP; however, it is a feeling that occurs under the surface in this research and is part of the dynamics that play a role in the 4IR transitions because it is mentioned as a driving force in the 4IR and becomes part of the SP in the way that participants refer to it in strong connection with the anxieties they experience personally and within the group dynamics. Therefore, excitement is an important part of the group dynamics that impact the processes within the organisation.

Excitement includes cognitive, emotional, behavioural and physiological components, including stimulation. These components incorporate: (1) centring attention on the source of the excitement, for example, an energising movement, (2) feeling energised and lively, (3) acting with vigour, (4) having raised excitement, including increased heart rate and blood sugar and (5) having a by and large positive subjective involvement (Cannon, 1952). People shift in how much energy they need, how much excitement they experience in life and what they discover as energising (Apter, 1992). Excitement might be characterised as sensation seeking or as an identity characteristic that includes looking for sensations, even at considerable risk (Poole & Malouff, 2019; Zuckerman, 1979).

Excitement is a conceivable way to high positive influence, which in turn is related to numerous positive characteristics and results (Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). Positive affect leads to more prominent adaptability in considering and in openness to modern thoughts and encounters (Fitzpatrick & Stalikas, 2008b). People who experience more positive feelings appreciate more diverse and fulfilling social lives and stronger immune systems and they live longer (Kok et al., 2013; Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005). Positive feelings can encourage versatile changes and adapting capacities (Fitzpatrick & Stalikas, 2008a; Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000) that encourage mental well-being. Positive feelings tend to broaden mindfulness and to extend investigation in thinking and activity (Poole & Malouff, 2019).

Studies have indicated that it is conceivable to extend the level of positive affect. Meta-analyses of the impacts of mediations found that such interventions have noteworthy impacts on positive influence or the related development of happiness (Bolier et al., 2013; Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009). There is also reason to accept that positive influence can be expanded by maximising life excitement. Fourth industrial revolution’s disruptive change can take many forms. It may be equivalent to or an extension of something familiar, it may restore expertise in an aspect of practice long forgotten and it may add skills and experience without a sense of loss. Although the change towards the 4IR may break important attachments to ways of working and expose relatively trivial habits and expectations, it may, at the same time, launch a new and exciting enterprise or endeavour (James, 2010). Moreover, whilst the change may generate great anxiety and apprehension, there is no powerful sense of loss; the change may even be experienced as exciting and energising. However, the change can bring a loss of purpose, which will relate to considerable mental disturbance resulting from internal conflicts and the loss of meaning (Marris, 1974). It is assumed here that in the organisation, not only anxiety plays a major role in the group dynamics of transitioning into the 4IR, but that excitement, as an important feeling and counter-actor of anxiety, also plays a major role in ensuring the survival of the group and keeping the drivers in the organisation together to cope with the 4IR changes.

Research design

Research approach

The study used a post-modernist, qualitative research approach (Creswell, 2013) inside the hermeneutical–phenomenological research worldview to investigate and understand the subjective encounters and socio-cultural settings of the managers and the elucidation of encounters through the researchers (Clarke & Hogget, 2009; Creswell, 2013; Hassan & Ghauri, 2014).

Research strategy

Systems psychodynamics are a systemic paradigm – it interprets collective behaviour – the individual represents the team. The interpretations given here are about managers and not the system.

Research method

A qualitative study reflects that the diversity of individual viewpoints on the specified topic of anxiety and excitement in the 4IR will potentially reveal new or dissimilar themes (Yin, 2009; Zach, 2006).

Research setting

The study was conducted in a German world-leading, innovation organisation, working particularly with fabricating. The organisation creates specific pumps and mechanical valves and centres on the zone of water and water waste administration, gives state-of-the-art mechanical applications, with respect to process designing, extraordinary processes, chemical businesses and marine applications, as well as warming and cooling frameworks. The yearly benefit income of the organisation is within the extent of €2200 million euros. The organisation alludes to the German Corporate Administration code and values a corporate culture, which incorporates professionalism and commitment, proactive planning, trust, genuineness and responsibility, as well as appreciation. The organisation’s central values incorporate excellence, unwavering quality and innovation-driven victory and it is working in over 100 nations around the world.

Entrée and establishing researcher roles

One of the researchers was working as a leadership specialist for the German head office. During the counselling sessions, the thought was born to conduct qualitative interviews with managers within the organisation to advance the understanding of the managers and their views with respect to the change towards the 4IR. The research group comprises two researchers, one German female and one South African male researcher.

Research participants and sampling methods

Only one organisation participated in this study, to be specific, the South African appropriation of the German designing organisation. The managers working in the organisation were included in the study (Shaheen & Pradhan, 2019) based on criteria of consideration, such as managerial leadership role, position within the association and tenure inside the organisation. As a result of privacy reasons, biographical information will not be disclosed. However, as indicated in Table 1, it can be specified that nine managers are English speaking, four are Afrikaans speaking, two are bilingual (Afrikaans and English speaking) and one is German speaking. The age range of members is from 32 to 60 years. Managers worked for the organisation for between 2 and 25 years. They work in top and middle management positions in the areas of production and planning, building, finance, technical, projects, human resources, sales, distribution centre, service and operations. Out of the 16 managers, 15 are men and one is woman.
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Data collection methods

The researchers conducted 60–75 min interviews, which were semi-structured in nature and contained 20 interview questions. The rationale of the interviews included the exploration of the underlying group dynamics within the organisation and the feelings that play a role in these dynamics based on SP theory. One of the main questions investigated in this article was, for example What feelings do employees experience with regard to the 4IR as underlying group dynamics?

Data recording

Data were recorded through field notes and audio recordings as indicated by participants’ inclinations. Audio recordings were transcribed verbatim, and data are stored electronically for a period of 5 years in password-encrypted data files. Printed copies were stored safely by the university under the examination arrangements and methodology of the university with no entrance to the research by the general population.

Data quality and integrity

Managers shared rich and detailed information, through subjective encounters that lead to meticulousness in the quality of the information, its investigation and translation (Johnson, Adkins, & Chauvin, 2019). The analysts utilised diverse sources, strategies and hypothetical approaches to guarantee validity through triangulation (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Confirmability and transferability of information (Creswell, 2013) were advanced through intersubjective approval forms and the use of set up hypotheses and strategies, which were built up amongst the researchers (Yin, 2014), whereas thoroughness was advanced through abundant depictions and direct forms. The study further gives an in-depth understanding of the discoveries and themes but does not give generalisability (Creswell, 2013; Lincoln, & Guba, 1985).

Data analysis

The analysis of information was conducted through five steps as depicted by Clarke and Hoggett (2009): (1) the information was subjected to an introductory, preparatory and all-encompassing evaluation, (2) topics were produced, (3) information was coded, (4) the body of the content was broken down into important sections that were named and (5) close consideration was given to the nuances and subtleties of the meaning inalienable within the information by the researchers (Clarke & Hoggett, 2009). Information was recorded as audio-recordings and translated verbatim. Field notes were taken amid interviews. Information will be saved electronically for a period of 5 years. The information records are password encrypted.

Reporting style

The findings are reported in a qualitative reporting style, which supports the insight into the research into SP.

Ethical consideration

Ethical approval to conduct the study was obtained from the ethics committee at the Division of Industrial Psychology and People Management of the University of Johannesburg. The organisation gave permission to conduct the investigation and members gave written consent. All members were educated regarding privacy and their rights as members.

Results

The findings indicated that managers in the organisation refer to positive and negative feelings during their interviews on transformational processes with regard to the 4IR. Negative feelings are more frequently mentioned in the data set than positive feelings. In the ‘Negative emotional experiences’ and ‘Positive emotional experiences’ sections, the findings with regard to positive and negative feelings towards the 4IR are presented and the findings are interpreted in the ‘Discussion’ section. Overviews of the feelings mentioned by the managers are presented in Tables 2 and 3. In the ‘Discussion’ section, the SP interpretations of the findings are provided.
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Negative emotional experiences

Altogether, managers gave 32 statements with regard to negative emotional experiences within the 4IR changes of the organisation. Eight out of 16 managers pointed out that they are very excited about the times they live in and the changes the 4IR brings.

Table 2 indicates that most of the negative emotions and feelings experienced are not only connected to expressions of fear, anxiety and trepidation but also to worry and concern. Several managers also feel challenged, stressed or frustrated and some described their mindset just as ‘negative’. Furthermore, statements of single individuals referred to panic, shock, up-rootedness or loss of faith. The descriptions showed that the feelings are experienced as painful and upsetting, uncomfortable and unpleasant. Often, there are no particular described incidents related to the feelings. Rather, they are experienced as diffuse feelings that are connected to an overall, holistically experienced situation of change, insecurities and unexplored territory but are hardly connected to specific situations, events or experiences.

Positive emotional experiences

Managers also provided 21 statements on the 4IR changes and their emotions that are defined as positive.

Exploring the feelings that are experienced as positive, it can be stated that half of the managers interviewed expressed excitement when talking about and experiencing the 4IR changes. Usually, they are excited, because they experience new and unknown territory, being part of the process of something new, of a new era and intriguing organisational developments. Several managers did not describe feeling as such but they are ‘positive’ about the 4IR advantages, and some highlighted happiness and positivity about new learnings. Two individuals expressed their positive attitude by not feeling anxious or scared. Two other managers felt motivated by the changes and one manager felt love for the era and empowerment. It is important to notice that several of the managers indicated that they experience both positive and negative feelings and emotions with regard to the developments of the 4IR.

Fourth industrial revolution-evoked feelings

P1 pointed out that the employees are very scared about the changes happening within the organisation:


‘I think, originally, they were a bit scared because they think the system is automated; you don’t need them anymore. You know, because the system is doing the work for the air. But you need the person behind the system to ensure that it’s running effectively, otherwise you could end up buying components that are no longer needed, the customer cancels the order, some customers they, during production, they decide, no, I need two more pumps or something.’ (P1)



At the same time, P1 pointed out that, for himself, personally, the changes of the 4IR are positive and exciting:


‘For me? It’s positive personally; because, maybe because, more so because of the type of work I do. I like seeing new technologies, I like doing research. So, I think for me, it’s all positive. Because it’s something new that anything new is always exciting. And it’s a bit fearful on the one side. Ja, but it’s more excitement because I get to see things that you probably would never ever have thought about before.’ (P1)



P1 explained that employees feel scared by the changes. By highlighting this, he emphasised that employees should not feel scared but rather assured that they are still needed to make sure the system runs effectively and to do the controlling of the machine processes. At the same time, he said that he is positive about the 4IR processes based on the work he does and because of his passion to work with new technologies and to do research. Therefore, his positive feelings are connected to excitement about novel processes and he admitted that he is only a bit fearful. He thereby splits himself from the common employee’s feelings and experiences by differentiating between their jobs and his job.

A similar statement was given by P7 who highlighted that he experiences trepidation with regard to the 4IR changes, but also that his own excitement is bigger than his fear:


‘If I think about the fourth industrial revolution, I do actually have a sense of trepidation. But, a big but, I’m actually quite excited. I mean, if you go and think about the amount of technologies that are coming forward, the amount of opportunities coming forward.’ (P7)



Similar to P1, P7 admitted that he has a sense of trepidation about the future, but also his primary feelings are positive and excited with regard to the advances and opportunities ahead. Even the following participant pointed out that the future is insecure, challenging, interesting and exciting at the same time. P9 also indicated what both sides of the coin of the 4IR were for him:


‘As a person, I do not know what will come in the future, but I think it is challenging and it’s interesting for me, I’m really very positive about that I like changes, whenever they occur and… it’s there. We should grab it. We should look for it. I’m very positive about it. Ja.’ (P9)



P9 was generally positive about the changes and highlighted that when changes occur, people should look at them carefully and grab their opportunities. It means that people should behave proactively towards the changes and use them for their own betterment. P7 emphasised that he is actually very positive about the 4IR as well, but he can also empathise with individuals who lose their jobs and feel shocked and stressed about the 4IR processes:


‘I would actually say positive for the most part. As we say, if we run with our hypothesis that it will allow more freedom, more efficient working gives more freedom, more freedom gives more personal time and that takes away a lot of stress. So that in and of itself is an inherently positive thing to have. The health of people that might be replaced by it, that can be a different story. Let’s face it if you’re replaced by a robot, and told that you’re redundant now, it’s gonna be quite shockingly stressful.’ (P7)



P7 connected the experienced positivity to values that are important to him and that are supposed to come with regard to 4IR, namely freedom, efficient working and more personal time. In this sense, 4IR processes may decrease stress for the participant himself, but it might be very stressful for employees who are replaced by robots. P16 referred to stress – not caused by the fear of being replaced, but rather by his idea of having to move with the pace of the 4IR himself:


‘It makes you more stressed. Because it’s just too quick; they can find you anywhere, you’ve got to – expect you to answer emails. If I go outside the country, now I can bring my computer with me whereas before it was impossible. So, provided I can access emails, I’ve got to return to where I’m staying and then download emails and answer them.’ (P16)



This manager is worried and stressed by always being accessible and available all over the world. He is stressed that there is no external boundary, but that he has to set the boundaries himself in demarcating the influences coming to him through digitalisation and, in future, probably even more through 4IR technology.

P14, being asked about his feelings with regard to the 4IR, said:


‘It’s definitely resistance to change. I do pick that up a lot, but it’s a case of, you know, winning them over. You’ve got to explain, explain it in depth. Explain the advantages. And in the long run, what are the benefits to the company to get them to buy into it. But it’s a lengthy process. And I don’t think it will happen overnight. But I think the main thing for digitisation, lean manufacturing, is to communicate and to get their cooperation.… You know a lot of the people will be uprooted. It’ll maybe take a few of their jobs away.’ (P14)



This manager picks up feelings of resistance to change in the employees and he provides ideas for how to motivate employees to overcome their resistance (personal motivation, advantages and organisational benefits). He emphasised that many employees will be ‘uprooted’ and many will lose their jobs. By presenting his opinion, it is obvious that he sees himself as a positive force of the 4IR and the employees carrying a negative mindset, who need to be convinced to adopt a positive mindset.

This is in contrast to P13’s comment when he highlighted that 70% of the employees, including himself, have lost faith in the new technology because of failures in the broader systems of society (Internet systems, etc.). P13 is very critical about the 4IR process and comments:


‘I would say 70% of us have lost faith in technology in the company – because we’ve always had this internet problems and problems. So, nobody believes that the next step up is going to be any better. So, I think, that is going to be a big challenge … I think that’s part of the reason why people are scared about it, because I think they don’t realise what the potential is. And when you start talking about the potential, they feel threatened as, as, as maybe a race or a species or – no, we don’t want to make that happen.’ (P13)



P13 feels that the move into 4IR is a huge challenge and because people are aware of the failure and problems in the wider societal systems, people are scared of the changes to come. He also then separated himself from the normal employee by highlighting that he can point out the advantages and potentials of the 4IR technology, but he said that employees are, on the one hand, scared to hear about the potential changes and, on the other hand, scared about the consequences of the changes in and the influences on their own life.

Finally, P15 repeated the stress of previous speakers and pointed out that he is stressed because of the situation with his staff, not because of the 4IR itself:


‘I say this to you: I’m a stress ball in the moment. And why am I? It’s my staff. They been with me for 18 years, 16 years, 14 years, 10 years minimum. Okay. And I look at what they went through at the moment – and this is not proper. Ai, this is just moving information to another place for them to do their jobs – and they don’t know what’s going to happen to them. Now I stand there and I say to them, “Your jobs are secure; you might not be working in this department maybe. But you have got jobs,” because …! They have not retrenched once. But, there’s always a first time. And that’s what I fear.’ (P15)



In this comment, it is obvious that this manager is stressed for the long-term employees in the organisation who struggle to adjust to new information systems. The manager realised that these employees still struggle with 3IR digitalisation processes whilst the world has moved on to 4IR. He thereby positions himself as knowledgeable of 4IR processes and as prepared to take the route, but he feels that particularly the older generation of employees is not adjusting to the changes that they should have adjusted to long ago. He personally fears that the day will come when the organisation will start retrenching employees whilst he has promised them for some time that the company will not do this. So, he actually does not fear the 4IR himself, but for the consequences the employees will have to cope with 1 day.

Discussion

Outline of the results

Hypothesis

The study aims to explore the ‘lived-through’ experiences in this study from a SP viewpoint, because subjective feelings have hardly been explored in empirical studies in 4IR transformations up to now and those, being part of SP perspectives in the 4IR, have also hardly been recognised in the sciences.

It was assumed in this study that in the organisation, it is not only anxiety that plays a major role in the group dynamics of transitioning into the 4IR, but excitement as an important feeling and counter-actor of anxiety also plays a major role in ensuring the survival of the group and keeping the drivers in this organisation together to cope with the 4IR changes.

The findings showed that within the dynamics and changes in the organisation to meet the expectations and challenges of the 4IR processes, the group of managers experience a split in their emotional experiences regarding the 4IR with regard to the rapid and disruptive changes within the organisation. On the one hand, they are excited and view the experiences positively; on the other hand, they are anxious and view the experiences negatively. The feelings all relate to different processes within the organisation, which are rapidly changing because of the 4IR, such as the turn towards automation and digitisation and the development of new products. Anxiety most certainly causes an individual to be anxious (Huffington et al., 2004) about the anticipated changes brought by the 4IR, such as rising unemployment, whilst the excitement contributes to them adapting more easily (Fitzpatrick & Stalikas, 2008b), increasing mindfulness and being active (Poole & Malouff, 2019). Focusing on the SP processes highlighted by Fraher (2004), the following can be presented.

Dependency: Rescue by omnipotent leader

From the findings, it could be seen that managers highlighted that the new and omnipresent leader is not a person anymore, but because of technological change with all the processes and dynamics that evolve because of new technological inventions, technology is the unconscious leader of organisational dynamics. Underneath the surface, the findings further showed that anxiety leads unconscious group dynamics and steers how individuals in the system react to the changes and how they foster or reject the technological processes (refer to Figure 1).
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The manager (working group) in the organisation promotes the transformation, whilst the employees (Bion, 1961) perform unconsciously in incongruence with the working group (Steyn & Cilliers, 2016), thereby manipulating and slowing down the process of transformation. This reduces anxiety within the system – for example, of rapid loss of jobs or the inability to cope with the change. According to previous researches (Armstrong, 2005; Gould et al., 2006), feelings of anxiety concerning the perception and elucidation of systemic configurations and their connection to deep contained, unconscious and tacit individual, social and organisational anxiety are also addressed in this organisation and projected on the 4IR process. New technology, the rapid changes towards the 4IR and the related insecurities regarding the way forward and what the changes evoke, bring out deep anxieties, as indicated in the findings. Hence, anxiety seems to be deeply entrenched in the organisation, propelling energy to control it, as described in Huffington et al. (2004). Anxiety can take various forms within an organisation (Farlex Medical Dictionary, 2015; Menzies, 1993; Schein, 2009), and it seems that in this organisation endurance and the feeling that life and survival are endangered seem to be deeply rooted. Furthermore, it might be assumed that anxiety also relates to the feeling of being diminished and de-authorised and that the individual’s value is lower than the importance of the technological change – representing performance anxiety towards overwhelmingly performing technology.

Finally, the findings confirm previous research studies that emphasised that anxiety needs to be contained in an effective way to create resilience (Cytrynbaum & Noumair, 2004; Steyn & Cilliers, 2016). It seems that technological advancement – having turned into the overall authority within the organisation – does not meet the employees’ needs for inventive care in leadership and rather creates uneasiness and uncertainly within employees (Czander, 1993).

Flight or fight: The system is under threat

The findings showed that managers described both a flight and a fight reaction, experiencing the rapid change as an aggressor and a danger for their own and the organisation’s survival. They highlighted that, on the one hand, they fight for the process of transforming towards 4IR, mentioning feelings of excitement, happiness, empowerment and motivation, whilst on the other hand, describing the fear that leads them to retract (at least intra-psychically) from the change and process. This is shown by splitting the group of managers based on the described feelings towards the 4IR. On the one hand, interviewees described the experiences as exciting and fascinating in terms of advantages, whilst on the other hand, they experienced deep group anxiety. Here the splitting is primarily shown by describing the fear and anxiety of the employees and the excitement of the managers themselves (refer to Figure 2). Several managers presented themselves as carriers of a positive mindset and excited whilst they see the employees are anxious, worried and concerned. This shows not only a strong split in the group of employees but also a split with regard to the managers’ reactions: they see themselves as the fighters for the 4IR changes and for the advancements, whilst they define the employees as being in a state of flight (intra-psychologically), not realising the holistic impact of the 4IR changes, pretending not to know or not to be aware of the changes (internal splitting). At the same time, there occurs an external splitting in the way that managers presented themselves as the ‘inner’ of the 4IR, being motivated and excited, and in a position where they are not threatened by job losses, whilst they presented their employees as the ones hit negatively by the 4IR and, therefore, fleeing from realising and proactively tackling the changes. Some managers also admitted that they feel anxious, but emphasised strongly that the excitement about the advances and advantages of the 4IR is much greater than the anxiety and fear and the disadvantages.
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Pairing: Creating a father figure and saviour

The findings showed that managers presented the technological change and advancement as the omnipresent leader of the organisation, whereby they experience a split mind about the technological leader’s benevolence towards the employees. They are unsure whether the new leader is good or bad for them and they unconsciously search for saviours within the system. These saviours in the process are defined as the proactive, well-skilled managers, as well as the newcomers and the new, technologically affine generation of employees within the organisation. The ones (hopefully) saved are the unskilled, passive employees and the older generation employees who are not knowledgeable of state-of-the-art technology. The technologically knowledgeable, skilled new generation is viewed as the saviour, together with the new technological advantage and the unskilled are those to be saved. The managers unconsciously pair with the ‘technologically advanced new generations’, or the upskilled (refer to Figure 3).
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This pairing process of different ascribed characteristics, feelings and representations is based on projections (Diamond, 2020) as a defence against the own, internal anxieties and fears. Here managers projected several negative aspects (unconsciousness, knowledgeability, fear, worry, concern, being left behind and losing their jobs) on the employees to distance themselves from the dangerous side of the 4IR (see also Klein, 1946, 1952). At the same time, they paired with the technology, the advanced and upskilled new generation to overcome their fears themselves.

One-ness: The system’s wish to become part of an undifferentiated, homogenous, omnipotent and powerful yet passive union without individuality, differentiation or diversity

A few, but not many, of the managers emphasised that the 4IR is a global force and that the entire organisation has to manage the rapid changes and new technologies to be part of the global process. Thereby, managers, as elements of the system, unconsciously aim to present a one-ness of the organisational system, on the one hand, and of the global community, on the other (refer to Figure 4). By describing their own anxiety – even when it is overshadowed by the great excitement, as described – the description of the ‘small’ anxiety of themselves and the ‘big’ anxiety of the employees unconsciously aims to create a ‘one-ness’, a passive ‘union in fear’ in which the individuality, the differentiation and diversity within the organisation loses weight, whilst the union of all employees, including the managers, gains weight. The fear supports the experience of the one-ness in the system.
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Furthermore, managers try to create a union between themselves (as knowledgeable representatives of the organisation) and the advanced global 4IR community. Here, managers become ‘one’ within the 4IR processes whilst describing their excitement for the new technologies and the new worlds that are open to be explored in a ‘union of excitement’. However, this could also be interpreted as part of identification. The negative union through anxiety brings all the employees together, whilst the positive union connects the managers with other managers and pioneers abroad. There is also a split between the negative and positive emotions, keeping the emotionally negative-based one-ness within the organisation, aiming to balance it by connecting globally and creating a positive-based one-ness with potential global players of the 4IR community.

We-ness refers to the opposite of me-ness

Managers also presented the dynamics of we-ness during the interviews, thereby displaying their need to join with the powerful and omnipresent force (Lawrence, 1999) by describing their excitement, happiness, motivation and feeling of empowerment towards the 4IR. This might be a sign of the unconscious need to join into a powerful union with the 4IR processes, to ride the wave of the powerful force and becoming a part of it. This idea of being a strong part of the technological changes and advances, and feeling empowered, might also be seen as a projective identification (refer to Figure 5) (Diamond, 2020; Kernberg, 1987).
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In this case, managers further projected their intolerable feelings in terms of projective identification (Diamond, 2020; Kernberg, 1987) (described as little trepidations, small concerns) onto the employees, thereby highlighting their empathy for the employees’ fear of potential loss of job, being left behind by the rapid processes, being unknowledgeable or even incapable of containing the change and proactively tackling the way in which 4IR should be actively addressed and formed by the individuals. They then described these feelings and processes as being part of the employees’ own experiences.

Me-ness: The system’s fear of destructive group processes

Managers described the fear (projected mainly on the employees; however, some managers also describe their own ‘little anxiety’) to be disconnected; not to be part of the 4IR process; and not to be ‘good enough’, strong enough, educated and informed enough of technological processes. However, a destructive process is described in several of the statements in which managers emphasised that they hope that the organisation would not retrench employees. At the same time, however, they emphasised that they fear that the organisation might release employees, disconnecting themselves unconsciously from the organisation and from the processes at play by indirectly highlighting that they, as managers, do not have a say in this process (refer to Figure 6). They presented themselves as connected to the employees, but they did not take responsibility for the potential destructive group processes that might play out, for example, through competition, retrenchments, imbalances in skills and skills development. Some managers, therefore, disconnected from the organisation and presented themselves as being part of the global 4IR community, and being knowledgeable about and aware of the changes, whilst presenting the employees as rather unaware and uninformed, thereby creating a split that makes it easier to disconnect from the destructive processes within the organisation and within the country or society (e.g. not even providing the organisation with a proper infrastructure, stable electricity or Internet connections, etc.). Therefore, disconnections happen at two levels and display me-ness, representing a split between the managers and the organisation and society, as well as a positive projection (excitement) onto the technologically advanced international, global community of 4IR pioneers.
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Finally, the data showed a strong idealisation across all the different levels of analysis (Klein, 1946; Mollon, 1986) of the 4IR processes, which are reflected in the description of excitement, new technological advantages, empowerment and motivation, a positive mindset and happiness experienced in the context of the 4IR changes. In their descriptions, managers highlight the technological advantages and the functional capacities of the 4IR, as described in previous research (Ployé, 1984; Tenconi, 2020).

The findings showed high levels of fear within the organisation (Huffington et al., 2004) to control trepidation of the 4IR. It is primarily an anxiety that is classified as endurance (Farlex Medical Dictionary, 2015; Menzies, 1993; Schein, 2009) presenting itself as the feeling of threat and shock and within the assumption that life is endangered. The findings also showed that several of the managers referred to fear and the recurring idea of job losses and retrenchments with regard to the employees, which might create limitations to flexibility, as previously described by Krantz (2001), and which are related to the dynamics of splitting, projection, projective identification and idealisation (Blackman, 2004), as discussed here.

Practical implications

The experience of managers of 4IR carries inherent anxiety that can only be coped with by splitting and comparing it with another (Czander, 1993). Management as an object is split between a good parent taking care of 4IR technological matters, and a bad parent, not taking care of people matters such as emotional and belonging needs (Klein, 1988). The object management is under attack because of its attachment to and preference for non-human 4IR objects and detachment from its nurturing parent egostate (Erskine, 2010; Greyvenstein & Cilliers, 2012).

The idealisation of the past and blaming the present 4IR reality illustrated the fundamental split between past, present and future management (Cytrynbaum & Noumair, 2004). Goodness and longevity were projected onto past management practices. Badness was projected onto present managers characterised by poor relationships (Gaitanidis, 2007; Greyvenstein & Cilliers, 2012). Goodness was also projected onto future managers characterised by respect, dignity and the acknowledgement of needs.

Coping with anxiety around management is based on trusting the universal, systemic and unconscious life forces towards equilibrium, linked with an inner strength to survive the impact of the 4IR (Greyvenstein & Cilliers, 2012). The underlying belief is that the moment there is too much of one side (such as uncertainty), its opposite will emerge in unexpected, surprising and interesting ways. For the present, the trust in life’s fairness and balance is restored (Vansina & Vansina-Cobbaert, 2008).

Limitations and recommendations

Future research needs to focus in more depth on feelings and their unconscious impact on the 4IR transformational processes. Thereby, culture- and context-specific research are needed to explore the differences and similarities of 4IR processes and their unconscious transformation underneath the surface of the organisation. On a practical note, organisations and managers need to be made aware of the new trends in the 4IR and the underlying unconscious processes within the organisation. On the one hand, managers within the organisation could undergo training to improve their understanding of intra- and inter-psychological and organisational processes and the impact on organisational change and transformation within the 4IR contexts. On the other hand, consultants, researchers and others who work with 4IR conscious and unconscious crescendos, organisational composition and strategy, and the collaboration between the two need to become aware of the systems-psychodynamic processes occurring underneath the surface of an organisation to adjust their interventions to not only address dynamics above the surface but also to address dynamics below the surface. Thereby, they need to pay special attention to the feelings of all processes and the containment of anxiety, as well as the potential energy of excitement.

This study comes with certain limitations. It presents findings from one selected German multinational organisation. It is biased in terms of hierarchical levels within the organisation, having managers from only middle and top management responding to the interview questions. Furthermore, the data might be culturally biased and gender-biased because 15 male managers and 1 female manager participated in the study, representing the gender inequalities in the organisation as being a rather male-dominated, white field of work, particularly in management. In addition, the data were collected during an economically unstable and challenging time in post-apartheid South Africa, with growing crime rates and decreasing foreign investments. These external circumstances might have influenced the findings and the high anxiety and fear levels unconsciously within the organisation.

Conclusion

Systems psychodynamics research comprehends and fosters knowledge concerning the conscious and unconscious psychodynamics of working in an organisation. In this article, we focused on the feelings that managers experienced during the transformation towards 4IR in a selected organisation and their meaning-making within the SP framework. Findings indicated that more negative than positive feelings are experienced. Feelings that are predominantly experienced in the organisation are anxiety and excitement. Systems psychodynamic defences include splitting, projection, projective identification and idealisation. Thereby, managers create a split with regard to the employees’ anxiety and excitement towards the 4IR processes.
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TABLE 3: Positive feelings towards the fourth industrial revolution.

Positive feelings Participants
Excitement P1, P3, PS, P7, P8, P9, P12, P15
Positive in general because of new advantages  P1, P7, P8, P9

Happy and positive about new learnings P1, P8, P9

Not scared at all P5, P9

Motivation to overcome negativity P13, P16

Love for new era P12

Empowerment P12
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TABLE 2: Negative feelings towards the fourth industrial revolution.

Negative feelings Participants
Fearful, anxious, scared and trepidation P1, P2, P6, P7, P8, P10, P11, P13
Concerned and worried P4, P9, P10, P11, P13

Stressed and threatened P7, P10, P11, P13, P15
Challenged P2, P9, P13, P15

Frustrated P6, P13, P15

Negative mindset P12, P13, P15

Panicked P11

Shocked P7

Uprooted P14

Loss of faith P13
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TABLE 1: Demographical data.

Interviewee number Duration in organisation Age (years) First language Sex

P1 10 years 35 English Male White person
P2 12 years 37 English Male Indian person
P3 13 years 47 English Male White person
P4 25 years 47 English Male White person
PS 11 years 34 Afrikaans Male White person
P6 7 years 58 English Male Indian person
P7 6 years 33 Afrikaans and English Male White person
P8 5 years 35 Afrikaans Female Mixed person
P9 4 months 56 German Male White person
P10 13 years 43 Afrikaans Male White person
P11 2 years 32 English Male White person
P12 20 years 47 English Male White person
P13 13 years 43 Afrikaans Male White person
P14 14 years 57 English Male White person
P15 18 years 55 English and Afrikaans Male White person
P16 14 years 60 English Male White person
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FIGURE 1: Technological change and emotions.
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FIGURE 6: Me-ness.
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We-ness of managers:
defining themselves as part
of the empowered, excited
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omnipresent force of advancement,
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FIGURE 5: We-ness and projective identification.






OPS/SAJIP-47-1813-F4.jpg
One-ness of managers
and employees ina
“union of fear” with

regard to the new trends
and insecurities to come
within the organisation.

One-ness of managers
with pioneers in the
global advanced 4IR

community in a “union of
excitement” beyond the
organisational boundaries.

Emotional splitting
of negative and positive emotions
intra- and inter-organisationally

4IR, fourth industrial revolution.
FIGURE 4: One-ness.
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FIGURE 3: Pairing.
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FIGURE 2: Splitting of managers’ and employees’ mindset and emotions towards

the fourth industrial revolution.





