Being ‘real’ at work
By, Alexis T. Franzese, Colleague Assistance Committee

Working in the field of psychology, particularly as a clinician, places specific and unique demands on individuals, including the challenges of engaging in face work and emotion management (terms coined by Hochschild, 1983).  Although psychologists may disagree about the extent to which one should allow ‘natural reactions’ to be displayed, all clinicians must to some extent either filter, inhibit, or perhaps express responses that are discrepant with their true feelings and beliefs.  For example, a clinician may believe that it is therapeutically beneficial to reinforce a client disclosure about something that he or she personally disagrees with.  Similarly, clinicians may from time to time find themselves needing to monitor their own reactions to disclosures that are experienced as self-relevant. This may lead some to feel inauthentic - that they cannot be themselves or have to fake how they feel at work.

The costs of engaging in work that feels inauthentic are not insignificant and may even cause stress, distress or impairment at the extreme levels. Studies have shown that higher levels of inauthenticity are correlated with depressed mood or anxiety (e.g., Erikson & Wharton, 1997) 

Research on authenticity indicates that an individual’s ability to engage in the world in a way that feels authentic is associated with higher levels of self-esteem (Franzese, 2007; Goldman & Kernis, 2002; Harter, Whitesell, & Cobbs, 1996; Sheldon, Ryan, Rawsthorne & Ilardi, 1997; Wood, Linley, Maltby, Baliousis, & Jospeh, 2008).  The findings of this research suggest that helping individuals to gain awareness of what their values are and how to engage with the world in a way that reflects those values carries benefits for clients.  It seems reasonable that these benefits would carry over into how clinicians relate to their clients, and for the clinicians’ satisfaction in their role. 
Research on the non-specific common factors that lead to the ‘success’ of any given therapeutic approach suggests that the way the client experiences the therapist is profoundly important.  In addition to therapist warmth and empathy, relating to clients in a way that they experience as genuine promises to facilitate a positive relationship. 

The following strategies are offered in the pursuit of facilitating a sense of clinician authenticity in the workplace: 

· Increasing awareness and being mindful of our reactions to our clients. 

Am I being genuine or disingenuous?  Can I identify the difference within myself? How can that be cultivated? Is my own ‘stuff’ affecting how I am relating to my clients?

· Identifying our values.  
What are my values? How are they prioritized- what is most important to me? Does inhibiting a reaction to a client statement feel inauthentic or am I simply ‘meeting people where they are’, which may be a priority value?

· Knowing the boundaries of our clinical abilities in terms of *trouble areas.*
Are there certain topics, philosophies, or group memberships that I find particularly distasteful or appealing? Would working with certain populations place too much of a cost to my own values? If so, how can I resolve the ethical dilemma between needing additional cultural competency training versus personal authenticity? 

· Identifying venues in which we can display our genuine reactions.
Although it may not always be appropriate to display my reactions or personal values and beliefs within the clinical exchange, is there a setting in which I can safely and appropriately share? Can I meet with colleagues in a consultation team?
· Maintaining a non-judgmental stance towards ourselves and our clients. 
Can I be as kind with myself as I am with my clients when I notice inconsistencies or discrepancies between my values and my behavior? 

As clinicians, we assist clients and patients in the task of living lives that reflect their values and goals, and helping them to understand how they relate to the world.  This type of self-awareness on the part of clinicians puts us in touch with the challenges of the process, and hopefully, lowers the strain of emotion management.  What a gift to our clients and to ourselves. 

The NCPA Colleague Assistance Committee is available for consultation to NCPA members struggling with these and other types of concerns.  The Committee exists to provide initial support and information to our peers through a telephone hotline service and peer consultation on concerns ranging from personal well-being issues that influence best practice to managing relationships with colleagues.  Please feel free to contact the committee as needed: (919) 785-3969, NCPA.CAC@gmail.com.  A Committee Member will be in contact with you within 24 hours. 

Thanks are extended to Mira Brancu, Ph.D. for her assistance in the preparation of this article and to the Colleague Assistance Committee for helpful suggestions. 
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