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ABSTRACT 

Amid the turmoil of the 21st-century work environment, leaders, managers and followers often become the 
persecutory objects of one another. In this anxiety-ridden work setting, unconscious anxieties often show up in 
language use. The problem for members of management is that they are often hampered by their inability to 
recognise and work consciously and constructively with their anxieties. When managing and leading from this 
anxious space, human resource practitioners are then inclined to take fewer strategic risks. The focus of this 
article was on exploring the potential content of a systems psychodynamic model that describes language use as 
a manifestation of leadership anxiety dynamics. Thus, the aim of the study was to provide a tool in the form of a 
systems psychodynamic model that allows managers and leaders to work with their anxieties more consciously. 
A gap exists, particularly in the systems psychodynamic literature, in that there is no model that integrates 
anxiety, leadership and language use into a meaningful, coherent and integrated whole. Qualitative research was 
conducted, taking a hermeneutic interpretive stance. A literature review was conducted to explore the systems 
psychodynamic literature as it relates to the dynamic interaction between anxiety, leadership and language use. 
The result of this conceptual analysis was a new theoretical model, grounded in the systems psychodynamic and 
human resource management literature, which describes the different components of language use as a 
manifestation of leadership anxiety dynamics.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Postmodern organisations are aptly referred to as anxiety machines (Daskal 2017:65; Hader 

2017:10), eliciting what is known as primitive anxieties (Petriglieri 2020:3). One of the few 

areas of agreement among leadership practitioners is that leaders, who are entrusted with 

the primary task of the organisation, are under unprecedented strain (Mannor, Wowak, 
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Bartkus & Gomez-Mejia 2016:21; Petriglieri 2020:10). In the postmodern world of work 

leaders are experiencing high levels of anxiety, creating the perception of leaders being 

under attack. Leadership thus involves a toxic mix of intense idealisation and deep envy 

between leaders and followers (Western 2013:130; Zepf 2016:301). Anxiety, as the 

unconscious emotional and physiological reaction to threats in leaders’ internal and external 

environment (Vince 2019:953), often becomes unnerving for them and could result in toxic 

behaviour in the work environment if not effectively contained.  

The literature alludes to the assumption that there is a connection between anxiety and 

language use, i.e. a particular, inimitable way of communication (Buchholz & Kächele 

2013:25). The concept of language use refers not only to written and spoken 

communication, but also includes body language, tone of voice, facial expression and other 

actions that carry symbolic intent (Zaffron & Logan 2009:225). Language is constitutive by 

nature. In other words, it defines the nature of that which is referred to, gives meaning to 

human interactions and actively gives shape to the world (Holtgraves & Kashima 2008:98; 

Souba 2009:62).  

The author therefore asserts that the construct of leadership anxiety has to be explored in 

the context of, and in relation to, language use. It is further posited that leaders who have a 

sound understanding of anxiety, which are aware of their own sources of anxiety and who 

use language that reflects this awareness are often able to embrace anxiety in a positive 

fashion. If this sounds reasonable, then the harnessing of leadership anxiety is essentially 

linguistic in nature. Leaders, therefore, need to become aware of how they use language as 

they take up their leadership roles in a dynamic organisational setting. 

One of the primary tasks of managers and leaders is to make critical decisions under 

increasingly ambivalent conditions. This could create performance and survival anxieties. A 

report by Mannor et al. (2016:24) that compared to their less anxious peers, leaders who are 

more anxious take fewer strategic risks to avoid potential losses. When leaders become 

anxious, they tend to surround themselves with trusted subordinates, which could lead to 

groupthink (Western 2013:133). These leaders then become susceptible to paranoia, which 

makes it difficult for them to pose bold, difficult questions (Mannor et al. 2016:25).  

A gap exists in the literature in that no model exists that integrates anxiety, leadership, and 

language use into a meaningful, coherent and integrated whole. There is no direct trace of 

research on language use as an explicit manifestation of leadership anxiety dynamics. It 

would therefore seem that the connection and relationship between language use and 

unconscious dynamic anxiety triggers may not yet have been investigated adequately. 
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Furthermore, the literature searches seem to indicate that this issue has never been 

explored from a systems psychodynamic perspective. There has been a dramatic increase 

in performance and survival anxieties in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic (Kets de Vries 

2020; Petriglieri 2020). Thus, during these turbulent and uncertain times, managers will have 

access to a tool to identify (raise awareness) and work more consciously with their 

anticipatory, performance and survival anxieties.  

2. PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

Leaders are often hampered by their inability to work consciously and constructively with 

their anxieties. This inability often results in leadership derailment, whether in the form of 

poor, ineffective decision-making, toxic behaviour or ineffectiveness in their leadership role 

when leading from this anxious space.  Consequently, the purpose of this research was to 

develop a tool in the form of a systems psychodynamic model that allows managers and 

leaders to work with their anxieties more consciously.   

3. A SYSTEMS PSYCHODYNAMIC APPROACH AND ITS 
FUNDAMENTAL THEORETICAL ASSUMPTIONS 

In the next section, systems psychodynamics as a theoretical stance and its underlying 

assumptions are briefly discussed.  

3.1 Systemic and psychodynamic axes 

It has become increasingly clear that it is not simply the rational and observable, but more 

importantly, the hidden, covert and unconscious personal and institutional forces that stall 

personal and organisational advancement (Kilburg 2007:98; Manley 2014:323; Zietsma & 

Toubiana 2018:428). The systems psychodynamic approach proposes a two-pronged 

framework, which pushes the boundaries of awareness to uncover the covert meaning of 

organisational behaviour (Petriglieri & Petriglieri 2020:112). This theoretical stance makes a 

valuable contribution in that it focuses on the dynamic interaction between the individual and 

social, as well as conscious and unconscious factors. Obholzer (2006:xxi) suggests that 

systems psychodynamics has two (2) critical axes or components, namely a systemic and a 

psychodynamic axis. The systemic dimension highlights the stage, props and backdrop of 

human interaction in a personal or work-related setting. The notion of a system refers to the 

open systems concept and provides the framework for understanding the structural 

dimensions of the organisational system, inclusive of its design, division of labour, authority 

levels, reporting relationships, and primary task (Petriglieri & Petriglieri 2020). Continuing to 

use Obholzer’s (2006:xxiii) analogy, the psychodynamic element, on the other hand, 
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emphasises the stage and how the self-responds negatively and positively through a 

reciprocal process to unconscious group and social processes, unresolved and 

unrecognised organisational difficulties and the presence and triggers of the other players on 

this stage (Gould, Stapley & Stein 2001:201). It is often these hidden, underlying 

phenomena that sabotage both personal and organisational growth and development (Boxer 

2014:141; Obholzer 2006:24).   

3.2 Definition of systems psychodynamics 

When taking the above intertwined aspects of this approach into account, systems 

psychodynamics has been defined as a way to chart overt and covert issues on the journey 

of life by proposing a sensitive monitoring system that alerts leaders to sabotaging elements 

prior to their arrival (Gould 2009:46; Gould et al. 2001:202). It also accentuates the soft, 

emotional human relations dimension that is often missing from other forms of analysis 

(Petriglieri & Petriglieri 2020). Thus, it assists individuals to arrive at an in-depth 

understanding of their inner and outer worlds, while emphasising the connections between 

these realities (Dimitrov 2008:32). Systems psychodynamics refers to collective 

psychological behaviour not just within but also between groups and organisations (Fraher 

2004:66). Furthermore, systems psychodynamics refers to an evolving body of knowledge 

that explores work and life in organisations and to a form of inquiry that results in deep 

understanding of a system to take effective action (Vansina & Vansina-Cobbeart 2008:122).  

3.3 Fundamental theoretical assumptions 

Like any other theoretical paradigm, systems psychodynamics is underpinned by a number 

of theoretical assumptions, among others:  

Unconscious mental life: Central to psychodynamic thinking is the assumption that part of 

the mental life of individuals is hidden and affects them in ways of which they are not always 

aware - the unconscious life (De Board 2014:25; Palmer & Whybrow 2007:221).  

Unconscious anxieties and defences: Anxiety refers to an unconscious, disturbing emotional 

state (Vince 2019:955). This state is preceded by the anticipation of a future threatening 

event in the internal or external environment. Human beings subsequently mobilise defence 

mechanisms to protect themselves against this imminent danger (Blackman 2004:134).  

Transference, counter-transference and unconscious communication: Individuals attempt to 

bring (‘transfer’) past experiences into the present, which results in the distortion of 

perceptions about others (Hayden & Molenkamp 2004:137). Counter-transference refers to 
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the feelings and emotions evoked in the second party (Hirschhorn & Barnett 1993:170; 

Segal 2006:190).  

Management of and on the boundary: Boundaries could be physical or psychological and 

delineate what is inside and outside the system (Hayden & Molenkamp 2004:138). 

Regulation is a critical management function. It allows the leader to be in contact with the 

environment and in touch with the emotional state of staff, as he or she provides 

containment of anxieties (Flotman, May & Cilliers 2019:81).  

Authority and leadership: Authority denotes the legitimate application of power in the course 

of executing the primary task of the organisation (Stapley 2006b:203). Authority is both given 

and taken in the organisational context as well as one’s psychological make-up. According to 

Hayden and Molenkamp (2004:145), leadership authority is the application of this power to 

influence the organisation to execute its primary task. 

Thus, if applied to the workplace, employees not only create but also sustain their own 

psychic reality of organisational life. This psychic reality influences behaviours, processes 

and procedures in the workplace. According to Alvesson, Gabriel and Paulsen (2017:156), 

people attribute their own emotional and unconscious meanings to the experiences they 

have and the relationships that they form in the organisation. This has been referred to as 

the organisation-in-the-mind (Armstrong 2005:45). 

Next, the article explores the core constructs of this conceptual analysis, namely leadership 

(as context), anxiety and language use from a systems psychodynamic perspective.  

4. LEADERSHIP: A SYSTEMS PSYCHODYNAMIC PERSPECTIVE 

In recent years theories have developed explaining the role of leaders in complex systems 

and dynamic social networks (Balkundi, Kilduff & Harrison 2011:1211; Diamond 2016:87; 

Nagel 2020:122; Veldsman & Johnson 2016:349; Western 2013:179). There appears to be 

little consensus on the essence of leadership. It is necessary to point out the lack of 

consensus, as well as the complexity when it comes to leadership, and therefore the 

purpose of this section is to explore systems psychodynamic contributions to leadership, 

specifically leadership development.  

Psychodynamic theorists and practitioners posit that individual behaviour, as well as 

organisational life, is a reflection of constantly shifting irrational forces that underlie 

seemingly ‘rational’ choices and actions (Gould et al. 2001:46; Kets de Vries 2014:27; Krantz 

2010:67). Both a rational and an irrational approach are required to provide more meaningful 

explanations of leadership life in organisations (Boxer 2014:138; Vansina & Vansina-
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Cobbaert 2008:246). In other words, if understanding of leadership is to be enhanced, the 

complexities, paradoxes and undercurrents of human behaviour and organisational life need 

to be explored (Zietsma & Toubiana 2018:430). A psychodynamic approach to leadership 

acknowledges people as complex beings with innumerable motivational drives and patterns 

of interaction (Kets de Vries & Korotov 2011:11). The complexity of the leader as a person, 

in particular when the leadership role is taken up, has been described by Stein and Allcorn 

(2014:346) as a “black box”.  

Despite the notion of leadership as a complex mix of functions and roles, theorists seem to 

place different emphases on leadership either as a function or as a role. Obholzer (2001:89) 

and Obholzer and Miller (2004:36), for example, suggest that leadership consists of several 

core functions. These authors propose that one of the core tasks of the leader is to develop 

a vision and to create a clear awareness and understanding of the primary task of the 

organisation. Effective leaders review these elements on a regular basis and, when 

necessary, consider a change in functioning, staffing and structure. Organisational activities 

and priorities should always revolve around the vision and primary task of the organisation 

(Manley 2014:324).  

A connected function of leadership is the management of change inside and outside of the 

organisation (Brunning & Perini 2010:136; Gould et al. 2001:87; Obholzer & Miller 2004:37). 

This leads to inherent tension between leaders and followers. Leaders push for change and 

followers tend to resist change (Burt 2014:266; Cytrynbaum & Noumair 2004:200; Fraher 

2004:70). Change implies the disruption of the status quo in terms of emotional peace and, 

as an authority figure, the leader becomes a legitimate emotional target (Fairholm 2009:9; 

Greyvenstein & Cilliers 2012:38; James & Arroba 2005:301). Effective change management 

requires different parts of the organisational system to cooperate with one another to ensure 

that these subsystems have the emotional capacity to deal with the change. Leaders need to 

work with resistance and to understand anxieties if they want to release positive energy and 

creativity into the system for the effective implementation of the change process (Bell & 

Huffington 2011:10). This change management (and often change leadership) function leads 

to a third related function, which is the exercise of authority (Obholzer & Miller 2004:34; 

Obholzer 2001). ‘Authority’ refers to the legitimate application of power in the interest of 

executing the primary task of the organisation (Macaux 2014:264; Stapley 2006a:17), or the 

formal and official power that the team experiences to perform allocated tasks (Diamond & 

Allcorn 2009:200). Petriglieri (2020:10) further explains that this authority can be given ‘from 

above’, for example by management, or ‘from below’ by subordinates, or ‘from within’ by 

individuals or by a team to themselves. Hence, a distinction is made between organisational 
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authority (i.e. authority delegated to roles) and personal authority - a critical aspect of the 

individual’s enduring sense of self, regardless of the role she or he occupies.  

Related to the withholding of authority, leaders have to deal with organisational dynamics in 

general and anti-task behaviour in particular (Sievers & Beumer 2006:66). These elements 

are often connected, as the organisation tends to function as an extension of the defence 

mechanisms of individuals (Padavic & Ely 2013:77). Finally, because leaders are expected 

to work across relational and other boundaries, they have to fulfil a critical boundary 

management function (Laughlin & Sher 2010:123). This includes the management of 

relationships with other parts of the system and with the whole (Obholzer & Miller 2004:40). 

Boundaries refer to physical and psychological demarcations of what are inside and outside 

a system (Hayden & Molenkamp 2004:151). Due to the anxiety-provoking nature of 

boundaries and boundary management, it is critical that these boundaries be identified and 

regulated appropriately, particularly in turbulent times (Brunning & Perini 2010:88; Jarrett & 

Kellner 1996:56). 

Implicit in the leadership role is that it is negotiated with followers, the organisation and its 

environment (Kets de Vries 2014:14). Leadership therefore also implies followership. 

According to Obholzer (2000), effective followership implies being active, participative and 

willing to use one’s personal authority in the interest of personal, group and organisational 

tasks. This complexity creates fertile ground for splitting, projection and projective 

identification (Long 2018:278; Maccoby 2004:77; Stapley 2006a:84). A potential positive is 

that followers develop critical managerial skills and leaders take up the membership role, 

thereby raising leaders’ consciousness of membership dynamics (Manley 2014:340). Thus, 

according to Long (2018:68), leadership binds leaders and followers to a shared moral, 

intellectual and emotional commitment. In this conceptual analysis, by pulling the various 

above-mentioned theoretical strands together, leadership is defined as a negotiated, 

boundary management role (managing within from that which is without) that leaders take up 

both consciously and unconsciously, by exercising their authority relations (relationships and 

relatedness) within a unique, connected and emotional organisational system in service of 

the primary task (James & Denyer 2011:314; James & Huffington 2004:212; Kets de Vries 

2007:231). 

5. ANXIETY: A SYSTEMS PSYCHODYNAMIC PERSPECTIVE 

From a systems psychodynamic perspective, anxiety is perceived as fear of the future, 

serving as the impetus or driving force (dynamo) of the relations and relatedness between 

leaders and their followers (Cilliers & Terblanche 2010:5). Jarrett and Kellner (1996:60) in 
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turn describe it as an emotional reaction of the unconscious to internal and external threats, 

resulting in psychological disturbance. Anxiety is at the core of psychodynamic theory (De 

Board 2014:286). Koortzen and Cilliers (2002:262) conceptualise anxiety as the emotional 

state of apprehension, which is characterised by unpleasant feelings of tension or, according 

to Vansina and Vansina-Cobbaert (2008:68), as an emotion, which is triggered by a primary 

functioning mental system when a situation is experienced as unsafe. Moving from the 

personal to the work environment, anxiety is seen as the very foundation of organisational 

behaviour. Much of the behaviour in organisations can therefore be attributed to anxiety 

(Zietsma & Toubiana 2018:428). 

Anxieties are all-pervasive, ever-present and are contained when organisations provide 

members with a safe haven and a sense of belonging. Free-floating anxiety - describing the 

objectless nature of this anxiety - is a common form of anxiety (Hoggett 2013:71). Survival 

anxiety is triggered by the unpleasant realisation that one must change in order to survive. 

Performance anxiety is triggered when one is haunted by the perception of being 

incompetent, inadequate or unable to perform (Hoggett 2013:72). Koortzen and Cilliers 

(2002:281) contend that understanding anxieties is crucial to uncovering the conscious and 

unconscious motivations of self-defeating behaviour at different levels throughout the 

organisation. 

Several common strands can be drawn from the discussion leading up to this point. For 

example, anxiety is perceived as a predominantly unconscious process and driving force 

(Koortzen & Cilliers 2002:281). This energy, psychic pain or impetus, which is prevalent in all 

systems, manifests in different ways. It is triggered by threats in the environment and affects 

individual and organisational functioning. For anxiety to be acknowledged and owned a 

depressive position must be assumed and the impairment caused by splitting has to be 

reconnected (Mihalits & Codenotti 2020:5). Drawing from these strands, anxiety is 

conceptualised as an emotional state and/or the emotional and psychological reaction of the 

dynamic unconscious to perceived threats in the external or internal world, which serve as 

impetus for organisational behaviour, thereby either developing or impairing leadership 

functioning (Cilliers & Terblanche 2010:5; Jarrett & Kellner 1996:54; Vansina & Vansina-

Cobbaert 2008:203).  

6. LANGUAGE USE: A SYSTEMS PSYCHODYNAMIC 
PERSPECTIVE  

A central purpose of this conceptual analysis is to provide an in-depth psychological 

description of the way in which leaders and managers use language, thereby reflecting the 
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different forms of anxiety they may experience. Key to a systems psychodynamic approach 

to language use is to focus on underlying unconscious meanings. This contrasts with 

ordinary listening, which only ‘hears’ denotative and connotative meanings (Makari & 

Shapiro 1992:992; Shapiro 1985:353). Systems psychodynamic theory is an extension of 

psychoanalytic assumptions, including that of language use. In his seminal work, Freud 

(1916:17) was adamant that the unconscious must be ‘in’ language. Lorenzer (1972:469) 

supports this notion, suggesting that the unconscious could appear in language use, for 

example through defensive operations. Thus, through listening, one has to be alert to what 

the unconscious is gently (potentially) whispering through sentences, between sentences 

and even without sentences (Jemstedt 2000:125; Winnicott 1975:112). This is difficult 

because to access the inner world of the other, one must proverbially journey through the 

presenting wall of words as expressed by the other (Grotstein 2008:19). Language use thus 

becomes the presenting data for psychodynamic inferences and interpretations to be 

offered. Theorists, such as Zepf (2016:294), Boroditsky (2010:12), Makari and Shapiro 

(1992:991) and Horowitz (1979:214), all allude to the way in which intended narratives 

(predominantly conscious) are seamlessly woven into shadow narratives (predominantly 

unconscious). Words, as in language use, are important because it is through words that the 

world is named and described, sense is made of experiences, and ultimately inner desires 

and realities are revealed. By focusing on the language use of the client, the psychodynamic 

consultant collects data and interprets a situation to arrive at an evidence-based, validated 

shadow narrative.  

Lacan (1997:56, 2001:12) was one of the earliest psychoanalytic theorists who alluded to the 

connection between the unconscious and language use. Lacan (1964:89) suggests that the 

unconscious is formed through speech (the expression of or the ability to articulate sounds in 

a meaningful manner), particularly words imposed by significant others during childhood, 

and these mental scripts are then reflected in language use and behaviour. Vansina and 

Vansina-Cobbaert (2008:202) suggest that the unconscious uses several ‘languages’ to 

communicate its content and the meaning emerges only in the total context within which 

these languages are used. The above-mentioned authors further discuss the unconscious 

language of images, actions and relations, which they regard as critical in understanding 

individuals, teams and organisations. 

In concluding this review, it is evident that words, and by extension language use, could 

conceal as well as reveal important facets of one’s inner and outer psychological world 

(James & Huffington 2004:212) and thus play both a conscious and an unconscious 

psychological role. Language use carries unconscious processes (Makari & Shapiro 
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1992:991). Anxiety is one example of these unconscious processes. Since the unconscious 

is present in language use (Mihalits & Codenotti 2020:4), it is reasonable to suggest that 

anxiety - as an unconscious psychological process - is also present in language use. This is 

essentially what is meant by language use as a manifestation of leadership anxiety 

dynamics. 

7. RESEARCH DESIGN 

In the next section, the approach, method and strategy of the study are discussed.  

7.1 Research approach 

The focus of this article was on exploring through the literature what a systems 

psychodynamic model that describes language use as manifestation of leadership anxiety 

dynamics would contain. Thus, this article can be categorised as a combination of a 

comprehensive review (Nieuwenhuis 2016:124) and a meta-analysis (Churchill 2018:208). A 

qualitative hermeneutic exploration was adopted to investigate the dynamic interaction 

between anxiety, leadership and language use from a systems psychodynamic perspective.  

7.2 Research method 

7.2.1 Targeted literature and data collection: 

The researcher conducted a literature search to explore the primary constructs of the 

investigation, namely anxiety, leadership and language use, by adopting a systems 

psychodynamic stance. Data were collected through a systematic search by identifying 

relevant systems psychodynamic literature in the form of books, journal articles and papers 

in which the constructs of the article are discussed. Focused searches were undertaken 

between June 2018 and June 2019.   

7.2.2 Data analysis: 

The literature was analysed and interpreted using thematic content analysis (Brewerton & 

Millward 2004:111). The following five-step procedure, as suggested by Terre Blanche, 

Durrheim and Painter (2006:234), was used: (1) familiarisation and immersion, (2) induction 

of themes, (3) coding, (4) elaboration and (5) interpretation and checking. An iterative 

process of interpretation, hermeneutic text analysis and re-categorisation was also followed.  

7.2.3 Presentation of the data (conceptualisation of the model): 

Data are presented in the form of a critical discussion, as well as a theoretical model that 

explains the dynamic interaction between the constructs. The model was conceptualised 

through a process known as theoretical modelling (Eriksson 2003:204). Theoretical 
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modelling is viewed as a common tool in both quantitative and qualitative research 

(Alvesson et al. 2017:112; Briggs 2007:590; Eriksson 2003:203).  Consecutive steps were 

used to construct the model during this study (Briggs 2007:590). Step 1: Initial reading of the 

systems psychodynamic literature by focusing on the constructs of the study. Step 2: 

General impressions gained from this reading and preliminary analysis. Step 3: 

Understanding of the literature concepts. Step 4: Deeper, more formal analysis by identifying 

possible relationships between the constructs. Step 5: Final conceptual modelling.  

8. RESULTS OF THE THEORETICAL STUDY 

In the next section, the systems psychodynamic model is presented and discussed.  

8.1 A systems psychodynamic model of language use as a manifestation of 
leadership anxiety dynamics  

In line with the systems psychodynamic stance, the case was made that unconscious 

material in the form of thoughts, emotions, anxieties, dysfunctional patterns of thinking and 

experiences (the repressed unconscious) could have a significant effect on leadership 

behaviour and decision-making. By becoming more aware of their unconscious behaviours 

through reflection on leadership practices, particularly through the exploration of language 

use, leaders might be able to conceptualise different alternatives and courses of action.  

The systems psychodynamic approach provided the researcher with a lens to explore 

leadership anxiety dynamics as these are reflected in language use ‘below the surface’ 

(unconscious use of language) (Brunning & Perini 2010:77; Long 2018:102). After 

integration, the new theoretical model was synthesised, outlining the nature of the 

relationship between leadership anxiety dynamics and language use, as well as how these 

unconscious dynamics could be accessed and explored through this model. This model will 

be conceptualised and referred to as the ‘systems psychodynamic model on language use 

as a manifestation of leadership anxiety dynamics’, or the LU-LAD model (see Figure 1). Its 

purpose is to explore the nature of the interaction between anxiety in leadership and leaders’ 

language use, as well as to serve as a guide in raising awareness, identifying and exploring 

leadership anxiety dynamics as these are manifested in the language use of the leader.   
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Figure 1: Synthesised systems psychodynamic model on language use as a 
manifestation of leadership anxiety dynamics (LU-LAD model) 

  

Source: (Author’s own work) 

9. DISCUSSION OF THEORETICAL MODEL 

Next, this model is described and discussed with reference to its subcomponents. A number 

of propositions have been distilled or abstracted from the literature study, primarily step four 

of the theoretical modelling process, as outlined in the section ‘Presentation of data and 

conceptualisation of the model’. The following propositions emanating from the literature are 

suggested: 
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 Context - Organisational life is a complex, evolving, dynamic and systemic reality 

(James & Denyer 2011:314; Petriglieri 2020:13). 

 Consciousness - Leaders bring a certain level of consciousness to the leadership 

role (Blackman 2004:134; Manley 2014:340). 

 Connected-relatedness - The complexity of the leader as a person and the 

leadership role can be encapsulated as a ‘leadership black box’ (Stein & Allcorn 

2014:346). 

 Colliquation - The unconscious uses several languages to express itself. Collisions 

occur when (unconscious) anxieties are revealed in the language use of the leader 

(Turillazzi, Baroldi, Silver, Parolini, Pomara & Fineschi 2005:56). 

The major components of the model are its contextual, consciousness, connected and 

colliquation components. These components are presented in isolation, but this presentation 

style should not create the impression that these are separate entities. They are by their very 

nature interactional, interwoven and integrated.  

9.1 Contextual component   

This part of the model denotes that the realities of organisational life are complex, dynamic 

and evolving (Long 2018:225). Furthermore, the model departs from the premise that all 

human interaction is related and situated within a systemic and psychodynamic environment. 

The workplace is therefore conceptualised as a connected, psychodynamic system (Boxer 

2014:130; Petriglieri & Petriglieri 2020:12). Leaders have to function within this systemic 

reality, which is alive, interactive, turbulent and vibrant, and which has above and below the 

surface dimensions (Kahn 2014:89). The context, which is situated at the bottom of the 

model, not only signifies the importance of being aware of certain fundamental influences, 

such as the social and emotional environment, but also the containing capacity of this reality 

(Boydell 2009:225; Krantz 2001:133).  

9.2 Consciousness component  

This part of the model suggests that as leaders interact with their daily realities, a certain 

level of personal consciousness is at play. Leaders can draw from a conscious source of 

information accessible in the here and now, and from their pre-conscious source of 

information, which reflects a state and content that can be retrieved into consciousness by 

exerting a certain level of effort (American Psychological Association 2015:12). Leaders 

must be aware of the role that unconscious forces could play, particularly the unconscious 

use of language, in their behaviour in the context of the messiness, ambivalence and 
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complexities of the relationships, anxieties and relatedness of organisational life (Blackman 

2004:89; Stapley 2006a).  

9.3 Connected - relatedness component  

The leader’s internal world and external reality are always connected (Diamond & Allcorn 

2009:249; Nagel 2020:35; Vansina 1993:89).  

9.3.1 Leadership black box 

The complex nature of the leader as a person as well as that of leadership as a role is 

encapsulated in the concept of a psychological ‘leadership black box’ (Stein & Allcorn 

2014:346). This concept of a leadership black box reflects the leader’s complexity and 

uniqueness in the form of personality, values and beliefs, attachments, projections, 

transferences, valence, language use, interests and past experiences, unconscious 

motivations, preferences and seductions that leaders bring to the leadership role (that which 

the leader carries into the work environment). These realities are always connected to how 

the leader deals with the leadership role. Within the leadership black box, the following 

factors reside: 

9.3.2 Basic psychological needs 

At the core of humanity (our personal life) lies the basic psychological need for safety in the 

form of attachment, control orientation, avoidance of pain/maximisation of pleasure and self-

enhancement (Bowlby 1973:214; Grawe 2007:112; Rossouw 2014:203; Western 2012:85). 

Intertwined with these needs are the leader’s defensive, protective instinct and need for self-

preservation (Clarke, Hahn & Hoggett 2008:98; Long 2018:103; Vince 2019:970).  

9.3.3 Stimuli and evaluation 

As situated beings, leaders find themselves in a larger psychodynamic environment filled 

with numerous and diverse actual and potential stimuli. The leader observes, evaluates (as 

‘high threat’ or ‘low threat’) and interprets environmental stimuli through the phenomenon of 

relatedness and the organisation-in-the-mind, his or her unique structure of interpretation 

(Alvesson et al. 2017:96; Flaherty 2005:126), which is a unique mix of both conscious 

(objectives, behaviours, perceptions and conscious experiences) and unconscious 

(assumptions, representations, values and defences) psychodynamic material. The way 

leaders view the world and the meaning that is attached to this will influence their behaviour, 

the actions taken, and the emotions experienced (Reciniello 2014:89; Vince 2019:972). 

Observations, a particular way of thinking and a series of actions, are always unique to a 

specific individual, based on his or her structure of interpretation at a given time. Leaders 
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respond to environmental stimuli as either threat triggers or reward triggers (Long 2018:102). 

Threat triggers, perceived as threats to the self, elicit anxiety-related responses. This 

emotional response from the dynamic unconscious system is activated by perceived 

dangers/threats in the subjective inner world of the leader or the objective external 

environment (Cytrynbaum & Noumair 2004:189; Long 2018:101).  

9.3.4 Motivational schema 

The assessment of environmental stimuli affects the motivational schema. The purpose of a 

motivational schema is to satisfy or protect the leader’s basic needs (Dahlitz 2015:47), which 

are classified into two psychological approaches, namely an approach orientation 

(movement towards - gaining or keeping something perceived as positive) or an avoidance 

orientation (movement away - getting away or keeping away from something perceived as 

negative) (Elliot 2006:113).  

9.3.5 Leader’s risk profile 

Furthermore, the leader’s unique, subjective psychological risk profile seems to be directly 

relevant in the interpretation of threat or reward triggers (Nagel 2020:99; Prins 2002:100; 

Sher 2010:42). This profile consists of, among others, the leader’s need for and level of 

attachment, valence, preferred defences, frustration threshold, perception of outcome path, 

as well as the context (perceived as safe or anxiety-provoking). Whatever is triggered also 

depends on the leader’s capacity to contain (Diamond 2016:33; Gould et al. 2001:56). An 

environment characterised by high stress levels, increased expectations, ambiguous tasks, 

complex organisational structures and ever-shifting organisational priorities will inevitably stir 

up vulnerabilities in leaders (Rao 2013:15; Vansina 2014:82). The leader is expected to 

contain change, anxiety, confusion, uncertainty and loss (Reciniello 2014:89). This is tough 

because the leader’s connections with the task to be performed are affected by inner 

personal and external contextual realities (for example withholding authorisation) that will 

inevitably have an influence on her or his ability to hold others in the mind and to provide 

‘good enough containment’ (Hoggett 2013:67; Stein & Allcorn 2014:345). Containment is 

thus a process whereby a potentially overwhelming feeling is held, understood and put into 

perspective, primarily dialogically (i.e. via language use), between the self and the other 

(Vince 2019:960; Western 2013:102). When powerful emotional content cannot be 

contained, it has to go somewhere; it is then projected, enacted or embodied. The leader 

who is able to contain the emotional turbulence of the modern work setting helps employees 

to focus on their primary tasks and helps to prevent regressing to an infantile dependency, 
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thoughtless consensus, reckless action and the expectation of an imminent miracle 

(Diamond 2016:15; Reciniello 2014:89; Stein & Allcorn 2014:344).  

9.3.6 Anxiety triggered and defences precipitated 

Perceived threats to the self-trigger apprehension (mental mode of increased 

consciousness) and defences in the form of psychic and social defensive processes, 

developmental practices and basic assumption behaviours. The unconscious plays a critical 

role in the process of selection and perception (Armstrong 2005:51; Bion 1985:130; Vansina 

2014:81) and the attention paid to stimuli. These defences against anxiety could be positive, 

resulting in functional, sophisticated, competence-enhancing adaptations. However, they can 

also be negative, leading to dysfunctional, debilitating impairments (Vansina & Vansina-

Cobbaert 2008:233). In the leadership landscape, there is always the perception of threat 

and the subsequent response of anxiety. Energy is invested in actions to reduce this anxiety 

(Blackman 2004:90).  

9.4 Colliquation component  

The final part of the model describes the colliquation component. The concept of colliquation 

is the process and point where two substances meet, enter each other and mutually 

influence each other to such an extent that they start to reflect each other’s characteristics 

(Turillazzi et al. 2005:155). These collisions and mutual influences occur when the leader’s 

unconscious anxieties are reflected in his or her language use and vice versa. Thus, these 

anxiety dynamics, which are often manifested in the form of psychic and social defensive 

processes, may be reflected in the language that leaders use - linguistic manifestations of 

anxiety. Language is used by the unconscious as a vehicle of communication, a medium to 

connect, a conduit for psychodynamic material, a bridge to and from the dynamic 

unconscious and a mirror for reflection (Tolpin 2017:34). 

The unconscious uses several languages, being the language of images, of actions and of 

relations (Vansina & Vansina-Cobbaert 2008:191). These languages have been adapted 

and extended to reflect leadership anxiety dynamics through the following: 

 Language as speech and image - language that reflects the popping into the mind 

of images, sounds, symbols, individual nuances, dreams, metaphors and phrases, as 

well as what has become known as the ‘slip of the tongue’ (also known as Freudian 

slips) phenomenon. 

 Language of relations and relatedness - the way in which leaders describe and 

verbalise actual or potential relationships, including ‘languaged’ emotional responses 



A-P FLOTMAN Language use as a manifestation of leadership 
anxiety dynamics: a conceptual analysis and 

systems psychodynamic model 

 

 
Journal of Contemporary Management 
DHET accredited 
ISSN 1815-7440 

Volume 17 Issue 2 
2020 

Pages 225-249 

Page 17  

 

or relatedness expressed through, for example, identity, power, authorisation, 

attachments, role, as well as transference, counter-transference and projective 

identification as methods of communication.  

 Language in action and omission - the way in which leaders, through their actions 

or omissions, actually ‘communicate’ experiences and expectations, articulate 

unfulfilled wishes, phantasies or thinking related to tasks to be executed, 

unspeakables, hesitance, silence and ambivalence. In this way, possible terrains of 

tension and anxieties lurking behind verbalised actions are communicated (Vansina-

Cobbaert 2006:90). 

10. THE PRESENCE OF ANXIETY IN LANGUAGE USE 

Because of the nature of the unconscious, the psychology of language use and the 

complexity of psychological processes, and because anxiety is predominantly an 

unconscious process, it is not easy to access the presence of anxiety in the language use of 

the leader. Therapists and other practitioners take years to master their therapeutic skills of 

which listening to the client are a critical component. The unconscious remains an intangible 

and mysterious phenomenon. There is thus a need to guard against the phantasy of looking 

for a recipe, formula or step-by-step guide to access leadership anxiety dynamics in the 

language use of the leader. The following listening guidelines are recommended in particular 

for systems psychodynamic practitioners when listening to leaders to access their language 

use as an indication of leadership anxiety: 

 to listen in the totality of the here and now;  

 to listen not only through the ears, but also through the eyes and the body of the 

practitioner; 

 to listen without memory, judgement and desire;  

 to listen for somatic data, for example transference and counter-transference 

reactions, as well as emotional reactions both in the client and in the body of the 

practitioner;  

 to listen for linguistic idiosyncrasies, for example unique language usage, repetitions, 

hesitance and object relations; 

 to listen to the unconscious language of images, for example symbols, signs, images, 

metaphors, sounds, slips of the tongue and signifiers; and 
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 to listen to the unconscious language of relations, for example the quality of relations 

in the narrative of the leader, relational patterns, objects, identities and attachments. 

These listening guidelines will take the consultant down numerous potential psychological 

avenues for further exploration and validation, given the skill set of the systems 

psychodynamic practitioner, in collaboration with the client. Thus, leaders should be assisted 

to learn how to recognise the presence of defensive behaviours as a way in which the 

unconscious expresses unfulfilled needs and desires, disturbing uncertainties and anxieties 

through the medium of language use.  

11. PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS, LIMITATIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

The article has practical implications for leadership theories and leadership development in 

that it situates ‘linguistic leadership’ within the well-being space and calls for more conscious 

multidisciplinary research. The theoretical model that has been developed could assist with 

the grounding of managers (during these turbulent and uncertain times) by translating the 

model into a coaching framework to develop awareness of their personal authority, identity, 

potential sources of anxiety and the effect this could have on their behaviour and relational 

and decision-making practices (Rao 2013:15; Vince 2019:956). The Covid-19 pandemic is 

bound to have a negative ripple effect for some time to come. Through this proposed 

theoretical model managers could also consciously develop what is known as negative 

capability. Leaders and managers tend to keep locked inside themselves feelings of shame, 

loneliness and incompetence. This threatens their leadership psychosomatic integration: the 

capability to tolerate uncertainty, ambiguity and destructiveness. It involves being resilient 

and holding the tension between the ‘created’ object and the ‘found’ object (Tolpin 2017:33). 

Finally, the model has implications for the training and development of human resource 

practitioners in that the nature, impact and manifestation of unconscious, covert and 

irrational forces should be re-emphasised as a critical component of the repertoire of human 

resources and wellness practitioners. Leaders and managers are therefore encouraged to 

work with their anxieties (and the anxieties of their followers), as opposed to working against 

them, by harvesting language for its relational value.  Language use lies within the relational 

space; this capacity could be consciously applied to create more energising, authentic 

relationships. 

The delineated nature of the study made it difficult to utilise relevant discoveries fully in the 

fields of related disciplines, for example neuropsychology (biological origins of anxiety) and 

therapeutic psychology (language used as tool in therapy) pertaining indirectly to the study. 
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The model appears to present a ‘static snapshot’ of the interdependent influences of the 

identified constructs, which is not the case in reality and which is not reflected well by the 

model. The dynamic nature of these interrelationships could have been communicated 

better. The author proposes that future studies adopt an even more multidisciplinary 

approach by taking recent developments in neuroscience, psychotherapy and neuro-

psychotherapy into consideration. 

12. CONCLUSION 

This article, together with the culmination of the research underlying it in a theoretical model 

on language use as a manifestation of leadership anxiety dynamics, is an attempt to explore 

and integrate leadership anxiety dynamics and language use from a systems 

psychodynamic perspective. The purpose was to develop a tool in the form of a systems 

psychodynamic model that allows managers and leaders to work with their anxieties more 

consciously. The model affirms that language serves both conscious and unconscious 

purposes. When leaders experience threats to their psychological safety, language could be 

used as a good-enough container of their personal, follower and other organisational 

anxieties. Language use should then have the capacity to play an auxiliary ego function to 

experience a deeper sense of self in the form of self- and other-consciousness.  
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