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No such thing
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Florence Nadaud applies a
psychodynamic lens to the ways that
family dynamics can get re-enacted
in professional systems
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y psychodynamic training has deepened my
M understanding of the ways in which family

dynamics become unconsciously played out
within the professional network around a child/young
person. Through scrutinising my own physiological,
emotional and cognitive responses to clients and
reflecting on the therapeutic relationship, | have become
attuned to subtle, yet powerful interpersonal dynamics.
Looking through a psychodynamic lens not only helps me
to understand the internal world of a young person
(psychoanalytic framewaork), but it also shines a light on
the systems they are part of (systemic framework). These
can comprise a core system (nuclear family) as well as
several sub-systems (school, friends, extended family,
professionals and anyone else playing a role in the child's
life). When Winnicott said, ‘There is no such thing as a
baby’}' he meant that a baby would not exist and develop
without a complex web of relationships within systems
and sub systems.

Systems can easily be overlooked by professionals
working with individuals, for a variety of reasons. We
might miss out on cues and transference experiences if
we do not interact with other professionals involved with
the family, consequently remaining blind to dynamics that
are central to our client’s lives and clinical presentations.
Practitioners working in schools may have limited contact
with parents, which again prevents the creation of a wider
picture. These situations often increase the likelihood of
unconscious dynamics seeping into the work, in
relationships between professionals as well as their
interactions with the family.

Most of us will have experienced cases where the
professional network around a child becomes engulfed in
disagreements, miscommunication and other conflicts,
and may have unconsciously colluded with such
dynamics. | remember feeling resentful of a team that did
not seem committed to a family, and needing to voice my
discomfort towards a professional being experienced as

patronising by parents. Falling into the trap of those
dynamics not only colludes with a family’s own difficulties,
but it also makes us lose our focus on the child(ren).

A case of the re-enactment of parental alienation
Let's imagine an adolescent in puberty and its powerful
internal changes, where ongoing conflicts between their
separated parents become intensified rather than
contained by professionals. It is common, with acrimonious
separations, for each parent to describe the other one as
the 'bad’ parent, and for children to become entangled in
the conflict and unwittingly take sides. This can be acted
out either by a rigid narrative, where the same parent
remains the ‘bad’ or ‘good’ one, or by a changing narrative,
adapting to fluctuations within the parental conflict. Young
people can be drawn into acting these out, by, for example,
moving between their two homes, living with whoever is
seen as ‘good’ at a particular time.

Let's imagine that the adolescent’s mother was
experienced in the family as ‘bad’. The young person lives
with their father, who becomes idealised as the ‘good’
parent, and they request that the mother is not invited to
professional meetings. Let's imagine that the school goes
along with this and excludes the mother from a meeting
that they are chairing. By the time a review takes place
some time later, the dynamic at home is likely to have
changed, with the father now holding the ‘badness’, and the
adolescent living back with their mother. They both request
that the father be excluded from the review meeting.

Reading this pattern in the format presented may make
it seem simple, but it is far from being so when acted out in
real life. A parent’s requests to exclude the other from a
meeting can be difficult for staff to challenge, especially
when projections are particularly powerful. For example, a
school may be wary of not offending a parent. This can
result from feelings of vulnerability and fear being so
unbearable for the parent to own and get in touch with, that
they rid themselves of those feelings by projecting them
into the school system, which then acts them out as it
unconsciously identifies with them.

Unconscious re-enactments are fuelled by projections
and projective identifications, which can result in one
professional or organisation becoming identified with the
adolescent, who does not have a voice and does not feel
able to challenge parents. In a system where someone
must be excluded, services may unconsciously recreate

‘good’ and ‘bad’ parents. This might manifest in poor
communication or withholding, so that one service or
professional becomes the ‘bad parent’ in the network.
Perhaps the school will not be copied into a written
communication from a mental health worker, which
consequently leads to them not being invited to a meeting
organised by the school.

When re-enactment colludes

with infantile anxieties

After birth, the mother and the baby bond through
symbiosis, which is a state of mind where both individuals
are imagined and experienced as one and the same. My
clinical supervisor put it beautifully, saying, ‘They have
their backs to the world’, meaning

they only have space in their minds
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being experienced. ‘Asking oneself' about what we see and
‘Cultivating curiosity’ about what it may mean, helps us to
highlight potential re-enactments. By ‘Reflecting’,

we consider our own role within the system, and by
‘Engaging others', we encourage them to do the

same, therefore promoting joint thinking and shared
understanding. 'De-escalating’ allows us to safely contain
the systems around a young person, keeping the family as
our main focus, and ultimately preventing us from
colluding with unhelpful dynamics.

Going back to the imagined adolescent, with their
acrimonious, separated parents, using the SACRED
framework could help professionals to become aware
of the patterns of rejections, build a safe and trusting

relationship with the family and
engage them in thinking about the

for one another. Subsequent stages The rlpple effects this meaning of rejection. Parents may

of development depend on whether . . never be able to attend a meeting
symbiosis was achieved and how it can have across the together, but by consistently inviting
was managed. From this state of System are exact]y both of them, healthier patterns of

‘oneness’, the baby starts the
journey to separate and become an
individual. The family system
around mother and baby can then
be acknowledged and invited into
the psychic space. In the case of the
fictional adolescent described
above, we can hypothesise that the
creation of the triadic system faced significant barriers,
which hindered its development, with internal difficulties
becoming observable in behaviour displayed during
adolescence.

Consequently, the professional network may collude
with the adolescent’s inability to share their mind with
more than one parent at a time. The triadic family system
cannot exist, in the home or in anyone’s minds - someone
has to be excluded at all times. The adolescent acts this
out by regularly rejecting one parent to re-enact their
symbiosis with the other. The professional network may
unconsciously mimic this. For example, school may be
deemed as failing the young person - it's their turn to
hold the ‘badness’ and become the useless, rejected
parent - while the mental health worker is the committed
professional, holding all the ‘goodness’, mimicking the
caring, competent parent. When a new parental conflict
arises, the roles become reversed again in the network.
School, understandably relieved to get a break from
holding the ‘badness’, unconsciously feeds off the praise
for being caring and competent, potentially colluding with
the narrative of the useless, rejected mental health
worker, who is likely to become defensive as they feel
criticised and redundant.

Reflective practice and curiosity prevents
re-enactments

| try to manage these dynamics by following an acronym
| have devised for my own practice: SACRED. ‘Stepping
back’ allows time and space to think about the dynamics

what therapy is about:
c()ntaining, holdlng decision to accept or decline the
and enabling

relating are modelled, and each
parent is responsible for their

invitation. The ripple effects this can
have across the system are exactly
what therapy is about: containing,
holding and enabling.

Reasonable hope

An idea that arises regularly in my supervision is that of
reasonable hope. We must ask ourselves how far we can
take a family along a particular path and consider the
limitations of how far our own thinking can impact an entire
professional network.

By sharing this article, | hope to encourage other
professionals to think more widely about network
dynamics and engage in reflective conversations with
colleagues and peers, to avoid being blindly drawn into
repetition. We cannot force or impose curiosity and joint
reflectiveness, but an invitation to
do so can have powerful, positive repercussions. By
looking to our own thoughts, actions and feelings, we can
model ways in which to become attuned to the needs of
others and ways of being emotionally available and
responsive. Containing and holding a professional network
are more likely to make each professional’s
input more effective in containing and holding the
family, consequently allowing parents/carers to
develop their own ability to do so with their children.
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