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Abstract

The objective of this article is to study two kinds of personalities which can be found at

opposite ends of the emotional spectrum: hypomanics and alexithymics. People who are

hypomanic can be described as high-spirited, self-confident, and exhilarating, but

unpredictable, like a "live volcano." Because of their charm and charisma, such individuals

can be highly effective in influencing others. The second group of people presents the

opposite picture. Their lack of feeling and emotion may lead to difficulties. In their case,

emotions are flattened; feelings of zest, enthusiasm, and passion are nonexistent. The

impression they make on others is that of "dead fish." These people seem to be emotionally

color blind. In this article the symptoms of hypomania and alexithymia are identified, the

interpersonal styles related to these character types are explored, the possible causes

highlighted, and methods of intervention suggested. The effect these types of people can have

in an organizational setting is discussed. A number of examples are given of this kind of

behavior.

Key words: Hypomania, bipolar disorder, cyclothymia, depression, alexithymia, alexithymic-

like behavior, charisma, leadership.
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Introduction

I used to say of him [Napoleon] that his presence on the field made the difference
of forty thousand men.

— Arthur Wellington, 1st Duke of Wellington

For I have known them all already, known them all—
Have known the evenings, mornings, afternoons,
I have measured out my life with coffee spoons...

— T. S. Eliot

As an experience, madness is terrific, I can assure you, and not to be sniffed at;
and in its lava I still find most of the things I write about.

— Virginia Woolf

Interpersonal encounters can be extremely perplexing. Interchanges with some people are

enigmatic, disconcerting, even bewildering, leaving us with a strange aftertaste. Often after an

encounter with such a mystifying person, we ask ourselves, What happened? What did this

person do to us? What kind of emotional feelings did he or she elicit, and why?

Making sense out of these feelings is not always easy. Emotional management is a terrain full

of traps and minefields. But because the ability to establish and maintain relationships with

others is a central part of such management, it is an area that needs to be explored. To be

effective as managers, we need to engage ourselves with our co-workers, subordinates, and

superiors, each with his or her own unique personality make-up. We have to understand what

makes each person tick. We have to understand the kinds of emotions that are central to each

person's being. After all, understanding and cultivating motivation is in large part the purpose

of emotional management, which entails knowing our own emotions, being able to handle our

emotions, using our emotions in the service of a purpose, recognizing various emotions in
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others, and managing those emotions in others. Emotional management is crucial because of

emotional "contagion": each person's mood state affects those around him or her. Indeed, the

"catching" of other people's emotions is what esprit de corps—team spirit—is all about.

Taking the issue of emotional contagion into the organizational setting, we recognize that the

emotional style of senior executives influences the prevailing climate of the workplace. It sets

the tone for the way people deal with each other; it determines employees' interpersonal styles

and ways of interacting. Effective leaders know how to use emotions, how to make emotions

cascade down the organization. They understand that emotions can be a great lever for action.

Thus they orchestrate emotions for organizational ends to articulate frameworks for

organizational experience. They realize that without the acknowledgment of emotions, people

feel empty, confused, and fragmented, lacking the impetus to take action. Effective leaders

recognize that shared emotions help connect people, that these experiences make for strong

group ties and provide a focus.

But in contemplating the transfer or contagion of emotions, we should never forget that there

is another side to the picture. Although effective emotional management can be a great

positive force, injecting an enormous amount of energy into the system, this process can also

be destructive. While the ability to inspire others can be used for the good, it also has a dark

side, as history has shown. Sometimes people astute in emotional management are like the

Pied Piper, entrancing those around them to their doom. We have only to think of such

charismatic leaders as Mussolini, Stalin, Hitler, and Saddam Hussein to be convinced of this

danger. Many such people seem to engage in self-destructive behavior; and when—because of

the power of their personality—they draw in others with them, the consequences can be far-

reaching and even deadly.

These sordid examples are extreme, to be sure. Emotional management in a work setting does

not need to have disastrous consequences. Yet because of the underlying fear that strong

emotions may undermine seemingly rational organizational processes, the management of

emotions is usually undertaken with trepidation. The expression of intense emotion, whether
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negative or positive, tends to be viewed as potentially disruptive. And most executives adhere

to this position, being astutely tuned in to what is socially acceptable. In many organizations

emotional expressiveness is circumscribed, the expression of emotions by most executives

falling well within a middle range. With emotions thus buffered—high highs and low lows

being rather rare—their impact is modest.

At times, however, we encounter situations where this is not the case. We come across

executives whose ways of behaving and interacting puzzle us, whose emotional style seems to

occupy an extreme position on the emotional rainbow. For such people there is no such thing

as a middle range. In testing the outer limits of acceptable behavior, they have an enormous

effect (be it for better or for worse) on the people they deal with.

When we observe such people in action, we find that some seem to be proselytes of the

psychology of elation, while others seem to be disciples of the psychology of dissociation.

While the first group sweeps us off our feet with their charm and charisma, the other group

fills us with a sense of apprehension and dread through the apathy they evoke. While the first

group of people possesses the kind of infectious behavior that sparks enthusiasm and inspires

action in the people around them, the other group leaves us ice-cold. While we are drawn to

the first group as moths to a flame, with the other group we experience only boredom and

frustration.

The charismatic types that make up the first group are highly attractive; they are singled out,

whether at a social function or in the boardroom; they are the object of admiration. They are

the kinds of executives that have the ability to touch and stretch the people they deal with.

They have the capacity to transform others by emphasizing concerns that transcend narrow

self-interests. As they energize others, they create high commitment and enable efforts beyond

the call of duty. Their emotional presence—their enthusiasm—can be a key ingredient in

making for "peak" experiences and highly successful company performance. They are like

"live volcanoes," boiling with energy. Acting passionately, as they do, they make others feel

alive, involved, and motivated. They exemplify, through the tool of contrast, how a lack of
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passion impedes inspiration and bold action. They demonstrate the extent to which emotional

management is a potent force for change and a key ingredient in the creation of high-

performance organizations—as long, that is, as their peak experiences remain grounded in

reality.

The other group of executives poses a very different quandary. Instead of having a charismatic

modus operandi, they have an interpersonal style that tends to be quite factually based. For

these people, emotions are something out of place, dangerous, chaos-inducing. Such people

turn away from emotions, believing that feelings have to be controlled, suppressed, and

managed. Making sense of the inner world of others—or, for that matter, themselves—is not

their cup of tea. They prefer to put their emphasis on external factors, things, objectivity,

logic. Their world view does not really have a place for people as individuals. For these

executives, abstractions, tasks, set ideas, and inanimate objects are of overriding importance;

feelings are simply superfluous. Because what really counts in their eyes is the system, they

lack the personal touch. Their contact with others tends to be depersonalized and mechanical;

what they feel attached to is procedures, rules, and regulations. And their emotional absence is

noted by those they work with. Just as the presence of strong emotions can have a contagious

effect, so can the absence. The lack of warmth in this group of executives—what we might

call their emotional unavailability—can, if prolonged, be quite infectious, coloring the

organizational climate, demotivating people, and contributing to a decline in the

organization's performance.

The kinds of mood states represented at these extremes of the spectrum have been recognized

by psychiatrists and clinical psychologists. The object of many studies, they have been widely

described in the psychological literature. While people who make up the first group—the

disciples of the psychology of elation—have been described in the literature as hypomanics

(hypomania being a mild form of bipolar disorder), the second group—the proselytes of

dissociation—have been called alexithymics.
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Hypomania and alexithymia are more widespread than we may think, though these behavior

patterns have not been systematically identified in a work setting. To illustrate, in post-

industrial societies, approximately one person in one hundred suffers from the most extreme

form of bipolar illness (affecting both sexes equally) (Weismann et al, 1988). If that figure

seems rather low, it should be noted that severe bipolar illness typically represents only the tip

of the iceberg; there are many milder variants, including hypomania. The underestimation of

the frequency of bipolar disorders may be due to undiagnosed hypomania. If all the variants

were counted, the actual number would be much larger. Some studies even suggest that some

kind of bipolar illness may affect approximately one out of every eleven individuals at one

point in their lives (Goodwin and Jamison, 1990). The prevalence of alexithymic

characteristics in the general population is also significant. Although the exact numbers are

not out yet—more epidemiological work is needed—some researchers suggest that up to 8.2

percent of men and 1.8 percent of women possess these characteristics (Blanchard, Arena, and

Pallmeyer, 1981).

Because these personality styles—these ways of managing mood states—are more common

than most of us would expect, their impact is likewise greater than we would anticipate. The

objective of this article is to highlight these conditions so that we can be better prepared to

deal with them. Identifying the symptoms of hypomania and alexithymia, recognizing the

origins of both interpersonal styles and the kinds of mood states they represent, and

understanding methods of intervention can be of help as we strive to work more successfully

with these perplexing people.

The Psychology of Elation

The severity of manic behavior ranges widely, as do the corresponding consequences of that

behavior. Hypomania, or "mild" mania, falls within a class of disturbances of mood usually

described as bipolar disorder, a class that encompasses a wide range of mood disorders and

temperaments varying in severity from cyclothymia—characterized by noticeable but not

debilitating changes in mood, behavior, and thinking—to life-threatening full-blown manic-
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depression. What makes the behavior of people suffering from bipolar disorder so special is

its cyclical nature. Such people are as often depressed and irritable as they are elated.

Mood disorders are listed in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM-IV) of the

American Psychiatric Association according to their intensity (AMA, 1994). Broadly

speaking, going from more to less extreme, that volume distinguishes between Bipolar I

Disorder, Bipolar II Disorder, and cyclothymia. Bipolar I Disorder, or true manic-depressive

illness—the most serious form of affective illness—is not something to be taken lightly. It is a

clinical course characterized by episodes of depression alternating with excessive euphoria,

increased energy, and poor judgment. This mood disturbance is sufficiently serious to cause a

marked impairment in occupational functioning and in relationships and social activities. In

some people—especially those who experience psychotic episodes characterized by

delusional thinking or hallucinations—hospitalization is required to prevent harm to self or

others. The two other forms of mood disorder—Bipolar II Disorder and cyclothymia—are

more commonly found in organizational settings than is classic manic-depression. They are

characterized by milder periods of euphoria that alternate with periods of despondency and

depression. Instead of engaging in true manic behavior, with its increasingly formidable highs

and potentially suicidal lows, Bipolar II's and cyclothymics are prone to hypomanic

behavior—that is, "mildly" manic states.

Bipolar disorders cover the extremes of human experience. They represent a strange mixture

of feelings: a well-being characterized by sparkle and exhilaration juxtaposed against

loneliness and terror. This biphasic quality is the heart of the problem: hyposomnia alternating

with a decreased need for sleep, shaky self-esteem alternating with grandiose overconfidence,

periods of mental confusion alternating with periods of sharpened creative thinking,

uninhibited sociability alternating with introverted self-absorption. During their highs, those

with a bipolar disorder have a feeling of unlimited physical and mental energy, the

expansiveness in mood state symptomized by grandiose thoughts and feelings. With their

sense of exaltation and rapture, they may experience a heightened sense of reality.

Hypersexuality is also typical: sexual fantasies are pervasive, colored by the desire to seduce
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and be seduced. Bipolars on the upswing enjoy feelings of ease, strength, buoyancy, financial

omnipotence, and euphoria. There is an underlying instability, however. The threat of an

upcoming depression—with its accompanying feelings of melancholy, sense of hopelessness,

tearfulness, suicidal thoughts, and self-deprecatory and self-accusatory behavior—is always

present. Just on the horizon are the angry, explosive outbursts that alienate loved ones; the

promiscuity and the marital failure; the resort to alcohol and drug abuse as a form of self-

treatment; the financial extravagances that cause disaster. Although hypomanics by definition

do not reach the high highs of full-blown manic-depression, their behavior often manifests

aspects of such mood states. People who know them well may recognize glimmerings of the

melancholic temperament that lies beneath their ebullience.

The hypomanic profile

I had had highs before, and also lows. But when I was appointed executive vice

president of our largest division, I felt better than I had for years—an

unprecedented high. I was walking on water. I was convinced that I was going to

build the greatest organization in the world. It was my big chance to make a mark

I know that some people were laughing behind my back I know that some felt I

was going over the top when I told them what I planned to do, but I really

believed in my vision for the future. I would change the very nature of the

industry. I was going to right all wrongs and straighten things out. All the

problems in the company were going to be corrected by me. I realize now that my

schemes may have been somewhat grandiose, unrealistic. But I lived under the

illusion that I had powerful friends in the company who would help me implement

my plans. Most important, I had this feeling that I could do anything. I felt I was

on a roll; nothing could stop me. I was in tremendous high spirits, enjoying an

incredible intensity of feelings.

I remember that all my senses were more acute than usual. I had this graphic

script; everything that had to be done became so clear to me. How could others

fail to see it? I was trying to get my colleagues to join me in my feelings, to share

my excitement. I was trying to convince everybody of the value of my ideas. I took
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an active interest in everything going on around me. And as I got others moving in

my direction, everything seemed rosy. Things appeared to be going according to

plan. I wouldn't take no for an answer. Nothing could dampen my enthusiasm. My

wife told me later that my speech became louder during this period I also talked

faster; I was more difficult to interrupt. She felt that I wasn't my usual self; I was

harder to follow.

I remember that thoughts would fly through my mind I would switch from

topic to topic without building connections. My thoughts were so fast that I often

couldn't remember the beginning of a sentence by the time I was halfway through.

Fragments of ideas, images, sentences would race through my mind I was easily

distracted and had trouble concentrating. I was told later that at times I would

become downright illogical. I'm not very clear about that now.

I was propelled to constant action. I couldn't sit still. When people didn't pay

attention to what I was trying to do, I would become irritated and quite

aggressive, showing my anger. I started to drink as well, and I experimented with

cocaine. My wife felt that I'd turned into a completely different person. It was like

Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. She never knew who it was going to be coming through

the door. The unpredictability was unnerving to her. She felt it was like living on a

knife-edge. She could never relax. When she tried to reason with me, she bore the

brunt of my anger. I worked twenty hours a day to make my dream come true. I

couldn't calm down. I tried to work out—running, swimming, bicycling—but

nothing brought the calm I sought. I slept very little. I needed only a few hours of

sleep every night and still seemed to be full of energy.

As a result, I took on too many things. Apart from the commitment to build up

the company, I agreed to be the major fund-raiser for the local college, to be the

president of the golf club, and to give a course on strategic management at the

university. I also spent far too much money. It just slipped through my fingers. I

bought things that now seem useless. That overspending caused lots of problems

between me and my wife. Of course, she was right: there was no need to buy two

sports cars, I needed a Harley-Davidson like a hole in my head, and we didn't
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need a new house. But money was the least of my worries at the time. I believed it

would always be there when needed. And buying all those things was terrific fun.

Money flowed; things accumulated As if I weren't already expending enough

energy, I also started an affair with my planning assistant. The sex was great.

Then the whole house of cards crashed I was accused of spending way over

my budget at work A number of companies I had acquired to get better market

penetration turned out to be lemons. I was told that my picture of their viability

had been completely unrealistic from the start. Some of my colleagues accused me

of being a con artist, said that I'd been deliberately misguiding them all along.

Within a matter of weeks, all my responsibilities were taken away; I was put on

ice. True enough, for a short time they gave me a new job: vice president of

communications. But it was just a title really, handed out for cosmetic reasons. It

was clear that I had to leave the company.

At about the same time my wife decided to separate from me. She could no

longer stand my self-indulgence, my sexual indiscretions, and my abdication of

responsibility toward the children. My financial situation was a real mess as well.

I had to sell everything to pay off my debts. Now—eight months after the worst of

it—I do a little bit of consulting to make ends meet. Recently, things are looking

up somewhat. I'm in psychotherapy and I take medication. I no longer experience

extreme states of euphoria; my mental state has stabilized considerably. But to be

quite honest, at times I do miss the highs of the past.

Hypomanics are extremely persuasive; they know how to use their own enthusiasm to sway

other people. That enthusiasm is their trademark: their mood is usually high-spirited, self-

confident, and exalted. When in a euphoric state, they have a genuine sense of well-being,

mentally and physically—a feeling of happiness and exhilaration that makes for a world of

unlimited ideas and possibilities, a world in which success is assured. There is, however, a

volatile and fluctuating undertone to even their elevated mood state. Often characterized by

great emotional irritability, hypomanics can easily become dissatisfied, intolerant, and fault-

finding when their demands are not met. When confronted with opposition, they can become
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pretentious, impertinent, and even rough. Trifling incidents can bring about open hostility and

violent outbursts. Compounding that emotional irritability is the ever-present threat of

depression.

A disorder of thinking (as well as mood) is often part of the hypomanic picture.

Expansiveness, grandiosity, and overconfidence—traits that taint reality testing—color the

way many hypomanics relate to others. These traits change the rate, quality, and fluency of

thought and speech; they alter associational patterns and logical processes; and they impair

memory. Manic thought disorder manifests itself in various ways. Ideas come easily to the

hypomanic; a peculiar mixture of sense and nonsense, they appear almost involuntarily, and

are often disorganized. Yet these ideas, often only loosely strung together, are extravagantly

combined and elaborated. Even thoughts that are coherent may occur disconnectedly in the

hypomanic. Irrelevant intrusions in social conversation become typical, as do jokes that are

completely out of place. This intrusive disconnectedness reflects the flightiness of hypomanic

thought. With poor concentration and distractibility par for the course, the original focus of a

conversation may be lost along the way. As a result, the hypomanic jumps from one subject to

another.

Hypomanic behavior is noted for its powerful but potentially confusing influence on others.

Hypomanics are active and indefatigable when in an elevated mood state. Engaging,

charming, and charismatic, they often aggressively seek out people; they also tend to be

firmly opinionated. As a result of this combination, hypomanics can be extremely

manipulative and exploitative. Sometimes their charismatic style is targeted at some kind of

shared purpose; it helps to achieve a common good. At other times hypomanics pursue an

agenda that is both personal and inappropriate.

In pursuing such an agenda, they can be extremely ingenious and not a little underhanded.

They have the ability to recognize and exploit areas of covert conflict in others. In

interpersonal encounters, they possess—and rarely hesitate to use—a highly refined talent for

sensing an individual's vulnerability and exploiting it in a manipulative fashion; they can also
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intuit a group's area of conflict. They are masters in the manipulation of the self-esteem of

others, and they put other people off balance by simultaneously drawing others toward them

and pushing them away. They can be extraordinary perceptive at an unconscious level,

exceptionally skillful in evoking and utilizing feelings—especially guilt—in those around

them; and they use this ability to increase or lower other people's self-esteem as a way of

exerting interpersonal leverage. Talented in projecting fault, they know how to shift

responsibility in such a way that others are assigned blame for their actions.

Hypomanics are also prone to sexual and financial indiscretions. Heightened sexuality is

characteristic of this group: normal sexual inhibitions seem to disappear, and sexual thoughts,

fantasies, and adventures become a preoccupation. In hypomanics who are married, adultery

is a common result. No wonder, then, that marriages of hypomanically inclined people tend to

be turbulent and often end in divorce. Financial extravagances exacerbate these interrelational

problems, as does the violent behavior that sometimes surfaces when hypomanics are in an

extremely manic phase. Alcoholism and drug addiction, when they are part of the profile,

further endanger relationships. Depressive episodes complete this dysfunctional picture.

In summary, hypomanics are passionately involved in the world around them. Stimulus-

seekers, they pursue thrills, drama, and variety. Their sensations and feelings are incredibly

intensified. Their ideas are boundless—brilliant, creative, and apparently spontaneous—but

they are also flighty. Their behavior is decisive; they seem to be extremely confident in their

judgment about what they plan to do.

Hypomania and charisma

Hypomanic experience magnifies common human experience to larger-than-life proportions:

abundant energy, unbridled enthusiasm, thirsty gregariousness, intensity of emotion, sense of

destiny, strong belief in oneself and one's ideas (bordering on the grandiose), persuasiveness

in convincing others of one's point of view, willingness to go where others dare not go,

intuitive grasp of self and others, optimism, heightened alertness and observational ability,
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courage, willingness to take risks (bordering on the imprudent), unpredictable and subtle

changes in mood, impatience, and shortened attention span.

As that description illustrates, hypomanics are rarely dull. They tend to be colorful figures.

Their lively speech and behavior stimulate the imagination of others. Because hypomanics are

seen as capable and energetic, they are often at the center of activities. But their remarks can

be so rapid-fire that they confound listeners. As those listeners scramble to apprehend their

ideas, hypomanics can be intolerant and unyielding, given to impulsive action. If that action

brings success—conviction and purpose triumphing over even adverse conditions-

hypomanics attribute the result to their gifts in foresight and decision. If the consequences are

less favorable, hypomanics find ready excuses.

The expansive mood enjoyed by hypomanics on good days helps them find new ways of

doing things—ways that challenge the status quo. Because their fluency of thinking results in

a great variety of ideas, they are sometimes able to come up with unusual but ultimately

satisfactory solutions to problems that have confounded their colleagues. Furthermore, they

are very astute in assessing environmental discontinuities, having the ability to recognize

major changes in the world around them. These qualities makes them extremely good at

envisioning.

People with the hypomanic mind-set—the ability to dream up new schemes and to pursue

them with decisiveness and unbridled enthusiasm—can have a magnetic effect on others.

Hypomanics can get the best out of people. They possess the ability to inspire others to make

exceptional efforts, to do things they would not have done otherwise; in other words, they

"stretch" those with whom they work. In vividly describing a glorious future—given their

talent in envisioning—they provide a road map for others; they create order out of chaos; they

generate excitement about what is to come; they instill confidence and trust in their

leadership; and they offer criteria for success. Thus the increased energy, expansiveness,

fluency of thought, imagination, and willingness to take risks can be extremely beneficial to

any organization.
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Hypomanics share many characteristics with historical figures known for their impassioned

authority. We can find many political and military leaders in this domain, including the

biblical King Saul, Martin Luther, Winston Churchill, and General George Patton. Their

unconventional behavior makes these individuals larger than life. The success of such

leaders—their charisma—can be attributed to a hypomanic mood state. Such people can be

extremely effective in dealing with discontinuous states and turnaround situations; indeed, it

is in such conditions that these individuals shine.

As an example, let us look at General Patton, one of the most charismatic, controversial, and

mercurial figures ever to set foot on a battlefield of modern history. "Old Blood and Guts" (so

called because of the language he used in addressing his troops) became known as the fastest-

moving, hardest-hitting battle commander in World War II. His heroic behavior was the stuff

of which legends are made. Behind the public persona, however, we find an intensely private

individual, a man troubled by inner turmoil and mood swings, a surprisingly accomplished

poet, a person whose tendencies toward impulsive, bizarre behavior and irrational acts seemed

to grow worse with time.

Patton was a man of contrasts. He could be demanding, empathic, and innovative, but he

could also be moody, angry, and depressed. He believed in reincarnation and was convinced

that in previous lives he had been both a Viking and a Roman legionnaire, but he was also

capable of assessing battlefield situations with an accuracy and realism that gave him an

enormous advantage over other commanders. He could be calm with the fury of battle

storming around him, yet his mercurial temperament got him into trouble time after time. In

this day and age, would a "politically incorrect" person such as Patton ever have been given

the chance to show his mettle? Although his superiors recognized his emotional instability,

his commanding officer, General Eisenhower, also recognized his leadership qualities and was

willing to tolerate the eccentricities, protecting Patton politically when those eccentricities

threatened his military career. And Eisenhower seems to have been right: in assessing World
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War II in hindsight, we can speculate that a victory over the German army would have been

an even costlier affair, in terms of human lives, had Patton not been at the helm.

Yet we cannot simply ignore those aspects of Patton's personality that conflict with our image

of heroic leadership. It is only against the background of his dark side that his leadership can

be clearly defined. And that dark side could be dark indeed. At times Patton's black moods

were so bad, and he behaved so tyrannically, that no one wanted to be around him. His

womanizing, his inability to handle alcohol, and his bad temper were extremely trying to the

people closest to him. His irrational behavior reached a climax with the "Sicilian slapping

incident," in which, during his Mediterranean campaign, he slapped two hospitalized soldiers

for alleged cowardice. We may speculate that such an outburst was a reaction to his own inner

fear of not being able to handle himself in battle. However, that impetuous behavior put the

most competent battle commander of that period "on ice" for some time (only his friendship

with Eisenhower preventing total disgrace) and most likely caused a considerable delay in the

Allied victory.

Between the two world wars, when destiny was not kind to Patton and he feared that he would

die without having achieved fame on the battlefield, his mood grew increasingly somber. In

his most difficult moments, he turned to poetry, writing depressive verse such as this:

In the valley of the slaughter where the winged Valkyrie dwell

And the souls of men go naked to their God

I have seen the curtain parted, I have glimpsed the flinty trail

The final road the spirits have all trod. (D'Este, 1995, pp. 314-315)

Poetry was only one of the ways in which Patton attempted to "mend" his mood state.

Vigorous activity such as the playing of polo was another way he tried to channel his energy.

The people around him also played an important role in the management of his emotions. As

his wife—the most important of these emotional "managers"—bore the brunt of his mood

swings and depressions, she made heroic efforts to cheer him up. One of their daughters

recalled her once saying, "One or both of you girls go down and talk to your father! He's
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lying brooding in a hammock about not knowing his children and the fact that no one loves

him, and he is very depressed, and I can't do another thing with him" (D'Este, 1995, p. 364).

This depressive picture was only one side of him, of course. The Patton most people knew,

and call to mind today, was driven by emotions of a more ebullient nature. These usually

emerged when he needed to accomplish something, when he was asked to turn around an

impossible situation. Patton felt truly alive only in the middle of action. It was then that he

shone, then that his impact on others was tremendous. Consider these words of one of his new

staff officers after Patton took charge of the Third Army:

When the drum ruffles and bugles sounded the General's march ... we stood

transfixed—there wasn't one square inch of flesh on 250 officers and 750 enlisted

men which was not covered in goose pimples. It was one of the greatest thrills I

shall ever know. ... That towering figure, impeccably attired, froze you in place

and electrified the very air. ... In a somewhat boyish, shrill yet quiet voice he said,

"At ease gentlemen. ... I can assure you that the Third United States Army will be

the greatest army in American history. We shall be in Berlin ahead of everyone.

To gain that end we must have perfect discipline. I shall drive you until hell won't

have it. ..." When he had finished, you felt as if you had been given a supercharge

from some divine source. Here was a man for whom you would go to hell and

back. (D'Este, 1995, pp. 572-573)

This example and the one that follows illustrate the oratory abilities of Patton. His prebattle

speeches have become famous, immortalized in the Hollywood blockbuster of 1970 that won

an Oscar for George C. Scott, who played Patton:

Men, this stuff we hear about America wanting to stay out of the war—not

wanting to fight—is a lot of bullshit. Americans love to fight—traditional! All real

Americans love the sting and clash of battle. When you were kids, you all admired

the champion marble player, the fastest runner, the big league ball players, the
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toughest boxers. Americans love a winner and will not tolerate a loser. Americans

play to win all the time. I wouldn't give a hoot in hell for a man who lost and

laughs. That's why Americans have never lost and will never lose a war, for the

very thought of losing is hateful to an American. (D'Este, 1995, p. 602)

As the example of Patton illustrates, the elevated mood state of hypomania, with its increased

enthusiasm and emotional intensity, is infectious. It inspires and motivates. It draws other

people to it. It helps those who possess (or are possessed by) it reach positions of leadership.

The enhanced liveliness of hypomanics, their uninhibited gregariousness, their interpersonal

charm, their ability to find vulnerable spots in others and to make use of them, their

perceptiveness at the subconscious or unconscious level, and their social ease create a special

kind of interpersonal and group dynamic that can positively affect organizational

performance, eliciting exceptional efforts from those affected.

But, as I have suggested, leadership driven by hypomania is not always effective. Although

hypomania is usually perceived as highly intoxicating, powerful, productive, and desirable—

Patton was glorified by the public, after all—the flurry of ideas it generates may result in

confusion rather than clarity. As a leader's hypomanic judgment sours in the absence of

reality testing, all caution abandoned, absorption on colleagues' faces may be replaced by

concern or even fear. Hypomania can also make a leader irritable, angry, frightened, or

uncontrollable; it can imprison its victim in the blackest caves of the mind. Moreover, when

the intoxication of an elevated mood state has passed, hypomanics may experience an

emotional reaction of shame and disgust, an acute feeling of humiliation for their bizarre and

inappropriate behavior, their violence, their financial irregularities, and their sexual

indiscretions. As Robert Lowell (a manic-depressive himself) wrote in his poem "Since

1939," "If we see a light at the end of a tunnel, it's the light of an oncoming train."

Recognizing the danger signs

The practical consequences of hypomania usually include alienation, withdrawal from and

rejection of friends, lovers, and family members, the inability to move forward in a career, and
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major financial problems stemming from overspending and catastrophic investment.

Unfortunately, people close to a person who suffers from this syndrome tend to engage in a

conspiracy of silence, preferring to ignore the symptoms and deny that there is a problem.

This conspiracy of silence applies not only to lay people but also to physicians, who often

either fail to recognize a bipolar disorder or are reluctant to acknowledge its existence. They

tend instead to link symptoms to a specific environmental or interpersonal event. Although

stressful incidents can certainly aggravate hypomania, to focus on such stressors is to deny the

biological origin of the disorder. Adding to the difficulty in diagnosis is the cyclical nature of

hypomania. Furthermore, spontaneous remission may occur, creating the illusion that the

problem is under control. During remission, the severity and nature of manic episodes is

minimized or even forgotten. As a consequence, the proportion of bipolar people in

treatment—a mere 27 percent, despite the effectiveness of available therapies—is the lowest

of all major psychiatric disorders. This is scandalous, since the illness does not go away on its

own. If untreated, it only worsens over time, the highs and lows becoming ever more

dramatic. What makes the need for treatment even more urgent is that people with affective

disorders are far more likely to commit suicide than individuals in any other psychiatric or

medical risk group. The mortality rate for untreated manic-depressive patients is higher than

for most types of heart disease and many types of cancer. At least 19 percent of all deaths

among manic-depressive patients are the result of suicide, and 25 to 50 percent of bipolar

patients attempts suicide at least once (Goodwin and Jamison, 1990).

As indicated, it is not always easy to discriminate between the hypomanic state and a more

normal condition. Many emotions range across several mood states. Irritability and anger, for

example, are part of normal human existence; however, they can also be symptoms of

hypomania. Feeling good, being productive and enthusiastic, and working hard can likewise

be either normal or a sign of hypomania. Given this ambiguity, we must learn to unravel what

is normal from what can become dysfunctional: the turbulence, impulsiveness, lack of

predictability, and looming depression.
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What, then, are the major indicators? The questions that need to be addressed in assessing

whether a person has hypomanic tendencies include the following: Is the person

overtalkative? Does the person aggressively seek out others (to the point that those others feel

intruded upon)? Does the person laugh inappropriately and make inappropriate jokes? Does

the person verbalize feelings of excessive well-being? Does the person seem to possess an

inflated sense of self-esteem? Does the person have grandiose ideas? Does the person make

unrealistic plans? Does the person exercise poor judgment? Is the person unusually

distractible, jumping from one subject to the next? Does the person exude a physical

restlessness? Is the person quickly irritated when things do not go his or her way? Can the

person be extremely combative and argumentative? Is the person overactive, trying to do too

many things at once? Does the person seem to have unlimited energy? Does the person have a

markedly diminished need for sleep? Does the person appear to have diminished impulse

control? Is the person sexually preoccupied and inclined to engage in sexual indiscretions? Is

the person engaged in irrational financial activities, including massive overspending and

unwise investment?

Looking for origins

The origins of hypomanic behavior seem to be physiological. Epidemiological evidence,

particularly the study of twins, indicates that affective disorders are heritable. The onset of the

problem is usually in late teens or early adulthood. Defects in the neurotransmitter system

seem to play a role in these kinds of disorders. Genetic vulnerability of the nervous system

that serves the selective integration of cognitive, emotional, and motor functions seems to be

at its base. In the case of bipolar illnesses, the nervous system appears to be unable to dampen

unwanted oscillations and provide regulatory stability while maintaining the necessary

flexibility. But in spite of the genetic underpinning of these disorders, the nature-nurture

question remains. Environmental stressors seem to play a role in the precipitation of

symptoms. It is to be expected, however, that the specific genes responsible for this kind of

illness will be identified in the near future.

Methods of intervention
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No other form of illness has been more profoundly affected by advances in

neurophysiological research than the bipolar disorders. Lithium, the most specific antimanic

drug, remains the treatment of choice. The development of lithium as an effective preventative

measure against manic-depressive illness has been one of the most important developments in

psychiatry. Lithium helps people suffering from severe bipolar disorders to lead a more

normal life. A maintenance level of lithium can lessen the frequency and severity of manic-

depressive episodes. In case of extremely severe symptoms, lithium can be supplemented with

neuroleptics and other drugs. In some instances, because of undesirable side effects, substitute

drugs may be necessary. All these drugs are highly effective in controlling the devastating

effects of dysfunctional mood states.

Before lithium, psychotherapy was the treatment of choice for people suffering from bipolar

disorders, but it tended to be a rather heroic exercise. Because of their alienating behavior,

they were rarely considered good candidates for that form of treatment. Fortunately, with

modem medicine permitting relief from the extremes of despair and chaotic behavior, "talk

therapy" interventions that were not previously effective now work. An attitude change on the

part of the patients—the realization that manic-depressive illness is fundamentally a medical

disorder—has also helped. Such a conceptualization decreases the stigma of family or

individual responsibility for the origin of the disorder. It is a welcome irony that the

pharmacological revolution has had a positive effect on the psychotherapy of manic-

depressive people, allowing both therapist and patient to focus on psychological issues related

to the disorder and confront basic life tasks without the severe disruptions due to mood

swings.

When bipolars are functioning normally, it is not easy to convince them of the need for

psychotherapy. They are not always the best of listeners, and in their manic state often have

little insight into their condition. Furthermore, because bipolar illness takes a heavy emotional

toll due to estrangement of family members and friends, dismissal from jobs, stranded careers,

drug abuse, alcoholism, financial chaos, hospitalizations, and suicide attempts, it gives rise to

denial (a normal reaction to the unpleasant, the painful, the unpredictable, and the destructive)
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and anger. Individuals may reject treatment irrationally or direct their wrath at the clinician

who treats the disease; in either case, they will not easily admit to the maladaptive nature of

their behavior and actions, preferring to remember the euphoria. Fortunately, odd as this may

sound, those advocating psychotherapy can use the leverage of the depressed state. In that

state, bipolars tend to be more realistic about their abilities and possess more insight; thus

they are more easily reachable.

Treatment is complicated in patients who, once lithium is effective, believe that they are able

to handle things without medication. To get people who don't want to take medication to take

medication is no easy task. After all, there are no pills for people not wanting to take pills.

The central theme in treatment for this subgroup is to make them realize the consequences of

noncompliance. Psychotherapy can play a critical role with these patients. As difficult as

psychotherapy with such people may be, it can help to clarify the ambivalence behind their

concerns about the disorder, underscore their personal responsibility in maintaining a

medication regime, and emphasize the need to preserve their equilibrium.

Unfortunately, there are realistic losses brought on by medication that may indeed be

undesirable to the patient. In restoring emotional equilibrium, medication deprives individuals

of the highs that many value, the episodes of unmitigated well-being. It also burdens many

with bothersome side effects, such as a decrease in energy level, an increased need for sleep, a

decrease in productivity and creativity, and a diminished interest in sexuality. Suddenly the

bipolar patient is just like all the others—a goal that is desirable only when the way is rough.

To be middle-of-the-road in mood state is not all that attractive to one who has been on the

mountaintop. Life in the new emotional state seems so much flatter, less colorful, and less

fun. Bipolars with this reaction may continually compare their present state with the former in

its best moments—those times when they were at their liveliest, most creative, and most

outgoing. Missing the highs of hypomania (and the lively people they themselves were under

its spell), they may stop taking medication. In other words, there is an addictive quality to the

hypomanic state.
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Therapists and patients alike hope that medication for the regulation of moods will not also

suppress the creative abilities of bipolars. We can ask ourselves how General Patton would

have acted if he had been on medication. Would his exceptional accomplishments during

World War II have occurred? Similarly, we can ask ourselves whether the Sicilian slapping

incident—with its temporary but negative consequences—would have occurred. These

questions, interesting as they may be, must remain academic. However, for each patient in the

present, similar questions are at the heart of treatment.

Despite the flood of new medications available for bipolar disorders, the word is not yet out to

what extent creativity and productivity will be affected, if at all. Present research shows

conflicting findings on the effects of medication on creative achievement. However, even if

research should prove that the intensity of experience and creativity is lessened by giving

pharmacological treatment to people with mood disorders, not giving such treatment generally

results in far worse consequences. If nothing is done about bipolar illness, it is almost certain

that it will continue to progress, the mood swings becoming increasingly more frequent and

severe. As mentioned before, there is also the risk of suicide. Furthermore, secondary

problems centered around alcohol and drugs may come to the fore.

To ensure that people with bipolar disorders take long-term medication and allow others to

help them monitor their mood states, a therapeutic alliance in the treatment process is

needed—an alliance between the clinician and the affected person. An active collaboration

between these two people is of extreme importance to assure compliance. Here patient

education becomes important. Techniques that involve the patient in assessing progress are

invaluable in fostering collaboration—techniques such as mood charting, in which the patient

grades each day on a continuum from "worst I've ever felt" to "best I've ever felt." Graphing

mood states is useful not only in noticing patterns of mood and treatment response but also in

giving the patient a sense of control, instilling a feeling of a collaborative effort, and

underscoring the importance of systematic observation.
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It is important that people with a history of mood swings pace themselves. Indeed, they have a

personal responsibility to do so. First and foremost, they should seek the help of both

physician and psychotherapist. They should also allow family members and friends to fulfill a

balancing function. These associates can take on the "container" role, psychologically

"holding" the person while he or she is on a high or low.

Moreover, people with a genetic vulnerability to mood swings should strive to avoid

situations that would aggravate mood state. They should likewise be careful about plunging

into risky relationships. They would do themselves a service to commit themselves to life

partners who have a balancing influence, partners who have a calming effect on them.

Bipolars, along with family members and other intimates, need to be educated about the

nature of the disorder so that they can recognize the early signs and symptoms of elevated or

depressed episodes. Changes in sleep patterns, unusual sexual or financial behavior, mood

expansiveness or undue enthusiasm, involvement in an excessive number of projects, and

changes in judgment are all characteristic of impending affective episodes. Given the

proximity of family members, these people can be crucially important to the patient with early

interventions, such as contacting the clinician. Family counseling and therapy may be called

for to encourage this sort of familial collaboration, since early and aggressive treatment goes a

long way in stabilizing this condition.

Colleagues can also collaborate effectively with bipolars, helping to ensure both effective

treatment and organizational success. Intoxicating as their behavior may be in a work setting,

hypomanics live under a sword of Damocles. Disaster is just around the corner. As in the case

of life partners, colleagues can play a "container" role. Partnering more sober minds with

bipolars results in highly effective teams; given an organizational role-constellation whereby

other executives can exert a balancing influence, colleagues have the power to caution the

bipolar before he or she plunges into ill-conceived business ventures. When a hypomanic is

the CEO of an organization, the role of board members as a balancing power is critical.
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Thus the treatment of choice for individuals suffering from hypomania is currently

psychotherapy in combination with medication and social support. Medication frees the

person from the devastation caused by extreme depressive and manic episodes; social support

creates containment and serves as an early-warning system; and psychotherapy helps the

person understand the psychological implications of mood swings and their aftermath and

persuades him or her to take the medication required to prevent recurrence. Psychotherapy can

also be seen as a form of preventive maintenance: the bipolar—as a life strategy—takes steps

to mitigate the expected fluctuations.

If these preventive steps are faithfully followed and the excesses of hypomanic behavior are

thereby kept under control (without suppressing creativity and vivacity, it is hoped), people

with a hypomanic disposition can make an exceptional contribution to any organization.

Dealing with Emotionally Illiterate "Dead Fish" 

Thus far we have focused on people whose symptomatology is centered around their highs.

Other people offer a completely different picture: for them it is the lack of feeling rather than

the excess of feeling that gives rise to difficulties. Some people are unable to relate in depth to

others, evidencing instead an emotional detachment. This detachment extends beyond

relationships to every area of life. Feelings of zest, enthusiasm, and passion are nonexistent;

emotions are flattened; there is very little, if any, pleasure. In the absence of emotion, such

people live in a world permeated by tedium and apathy. When this detachment appears in the

workplace—especially in those holding leadership roles—it affects morale, creativity,

spontaneity, and productivity.
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The dead-fish syndrome

In psychiatry the word alexithymic is applied to people who have a dead-fish quality to their

behavior—individuals who either struggle, or are unable, to understand their emotions or

moods, who are incapable of perceiving the subtleties of mood change. In such people, the

normal experience and expression of emotions has been subdued, removed from conscious

awareness. These people are, in effect, emotional illiterates. They engage in "operative

thinking"—that is, there is a rather concrete, mechanical quality to their speech and

expression. There is no color to their description of events, and there is no reflective self-

awareness. They express little interest in their inner subjective lives. Instead they possess a

more externally oriented style of thinking.

The fairly newly coined term alexithymia comes from the Greek and means, literally, "no

word for emotions" (Sifneos, 1973; Taylor, 1994). In spite of its recent labeling, alexithymia

is rooted in a large body of consistent clinical and phenomenological observation that

telescopes a number of features into an easily communicated term. In a nutshell, alexithymia

refers to a cluster of characteristics that includes an inability to verbally describe feelings, an

impoverished fantasy life, and a pragmatic thought content. Let's break that down a bit.

Alexithymics do not seem to experience intrapsychic conflict. They are unable to symbolize

their emotions as fantasies, dreams, images, and desires. They have marked difficulty verbally

expressing or describing their feelings. They go through considerable effort, however, to mask

this deficit. They frequently behave like color-blind patients who have learned to infer, from

indirect indicators, what they cannot see. Unfortunately, although alexithymics may use the

right words to describe certain feelings, that is where the process stops; they cannot develop

their personal reactions to emotionally charged issues any further. Their observations remain

at a rather vague and general level. They seem to live in a world of concrete operations. Their

tendency to externalize—that is, to steer clear of emotion—is reflected in a cognitive style

focused on external processes and activities. True alexithymics are individuals who feel and

show neither passion nor enthusiasm, individuals who have no fire in their belly.
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Alexithymics tend to adopt a rather lifeless, detail-oriented, stilted way of speaking. Rather

than developing a language of feelings and symbols, these people tend to communicate

through "organ language": with no other emotional outlet, their emotional life (including

whatever primitive fantasy and dream life they have) is channeled into physical symptoms.

Via a mysterious leap from the mind to the body, they communicate psychic distress by

means of physical complaints. While they rarely express sadness, anger, or joy, they can

describe in endless detail what ails them physically.

Identification of alexithymics is not difficult. They behave like the Tin Man in The Wizard of

Oz, the character who could not cry. For the Tin Man, the expression of emotions was

dangerous. After all, if he were to cry, the tears would rust the hinges of his face and his

joints. If that happened, he would no longer be able to open his mouth, talk, or walk.

Alexithymia is essentially a communicative disorder. The following interview between an

executive and an organizational coach sheds some light on the modus operandi of the

alexithymic:

CONSULTANT: "Can you say something about the kind of work you do?"

EXECUTIVE: "I'm in charge of the planning department. I've been in this function

since September three years ago. I joined the company two and a half years

earlier. Before that I worked five years for a large department store chain. I've

always done quite similar work In my role as planning director, I ask for input

from the people responsible in other areas. It means a lot of e-mail. I compile the

data trying to make an integrated plan. I remind the heads of the various

departments and regions of a number of specific deadlines that we have to meet.

For example, there's the September date. You can see that on the flow chart

[pointing]. Another date important for the planning cycle is in October. Do you

notice how the numbers relate to each other? Some consolidation of input takes

place in November. Of course, the whole planning process starts much earlier. I
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remind people by e-mail way back in March and then June that they have to come

up with some provisional information by certain preliminary dates."

CONSULTANT: "You find that people take an active interest in the plan? They find

it useful?"

EXECUTIVE: "I don't know. But every company needs plans."

CONSULTANT: "Do you like the kind of work you do?"

EXECUTIVE: "We need a plan. Without a plan many processes in this organization

would come to a halt. "

CONSULTANT: "Does your work imply many personal interchanges with

colleagues?"

EXECUTIVE: "It could, but I try to minimize such interactions. I'm interested in

facts. I find that e-mail and the occasional memo serve me well; they get the job

done."

CONSULTANT: "Are there certain things in the organization that irritate you, make

you less effective?"

EXECUTIVE: "Not really. With the plan things work fine."

CONSULTANT: "Can you say something more?"

EXECUTIVE: "What else would you like to hear?"

CONSULTANT: "I heard that you weren't considered for promotion to the board.

Instead, a person who used to work for you got promoted. How did you feel about

that? Were you very disappointed?"

EXECUTIVE: "I don't understand your question."

CONSULTANT: "Did you feel hurt? Were you upset that someone else got

promoted?"

EXECUTIVE: "Not that I can think of. What do you mean by being upset? Life in

organizations is like that.

CONSULTANT: "What about your physical well-being?"

EXECUTIVE: "I sometimes have asthma attacks. They come and go. I also have

stomach problems."
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CONSULTANT: "Do you have any idea why you get these asthma or stomach

problems? Do you feel that they're related to your job?"

EXECUTIVE: "Well, 1 don't know exactly how to explain them. They're bothersome,

that's for sure. I always get this stomach pain somewhere around here

[gesturing]. At times, it moves a bit. It comes and goes. I don't feel sorry for

myself, though. I can live with it. Pills seem to help somewhat."

CONSULTANT: "Do you have any interests outside work?"

EXECUTIVE: "Not many. I'm building a garage, though. I like masonry, working

with bricks"

CONSULTANT: "Are you married?"

EXECUTIVE: "I used to be. My wife doesn't live with me anymore. One day she told

me that she'd had enough. I still don't understand it. I thought everything was

fine. She just started screaming at me one day and then left. I don't know why she

did that. I didn't see any ground for divorce."

CONSULTANT: "Do you ever dream or day-dream?"

EXECUTIVE: "No, I don' t remember any dreams."

CONSULTANT: "Do you ever have wild fantasies?"

EXECUTIVE: "What did you say?"

CONSULTANT: "You heard it correctly, wild fantasies."

EXECUTIVE: "I don't understand"

CONSULTANT: "Fantasies about doing something completely different, for

example. Take Gauguin, who decided to become a painter and left his family to

live on a Polynesian island after working as a bank teller for years."

EXECUTIVE: "1 don't know what you mean."

CONSULTANT: "How do you feel now?"

EXECUTIVE: "I don't know what you expect me to say when you ask me how I feel.

I told you I have stomachaches."

Recognizing the danger signs
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The preceding interview illustrates how hard it is to establish an effective rapport with

alexithymics, who tend to be rigid, say little, and present trivial incidents from everyday life

instead of focusing on real issues. Their language is flat and banal, focused on the present and

reporting chronologically stated facts. When talking about their experiences, they fail to

supply color; everything happens in shades of gray. When drawn against their will into

relational conflict, they tend to respond with action—like purchasing a new computer for a

work unit that experienced problems in collaboration—rather than really addressing and

managing the conflict.

People who have to deal with alexithymics sense the dullness and boredom quickly, and they

become frustrated when their attempts at interaction fail. Winston Churchill's description of

the Russian politician Vyacheslav Molotov fits this type of person generally: "I have never

seen a human being who more perfectly represented the modern conception of a robot."

Alexithymics seem to live out a robot-like existence, going through life mechanically, as

suggested by their stiffness of posture and lack of expressive facial movements.

That mechanical quality is the essence of alexithymia; it reaches into every corner of life. As I

have noted, alexithymics express emotions in physical terms rather than abstract thoughts.

They appear to remain unperturbed by what other people would find emotionally shattering

experiences. A death in the family, a partner's infidelity, betrayal, being passed over for a

promotion—nothing seems to ruffle them. All experiences slide into a black hole of

inexpressiveness and blankness. Superficially, alexithymics often appear to be well adapted

and show a high degree of social conformity. Indeed, they seem to be superadjusted to reality.

But theirs is a pseudonormality; apparently incapable of spontaneous reaction, they are

"normopaths" (McDougall, 1985).

The emotional illiteracy of alexithymics is revealed both in their incapacity for empathy and

in their mechanical, robotic responses to conflict. That incapacity for empathy is not

surprising, certainly, given the difficulty alexithymics have with recognizing and using their

own feelings as signals to themselves. Preoccupied with the concrete and objective,
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alexithymics have no use for metaphors, allusions, and hidden meanings; such verbal tools are

a foreign language to them.

What, then, are the major indicators of alexithymia? In determining whether a person

possesses alexithymic qualities, the following questions should be asked: Does the person

have difficulties in communicating with other people? Does the person describe endless

details rather than feelings? Does the person use action to express emotion? Does the person

have no interest in describing feelings? When talking about feelings, does the person use

inappropriate words? Does the person appear confused about what emotion he or she is

feeling? Does the person find it difficult to tell how he or she feels about others? Does the

person describe the circumstances rather than the feelings surrounding an event? Does the

person become preoccupied describing physical problems? Does the person suffer from an

absence of fantasy and imagination? Do dreams and day-dreams play little role in the person's

life? Does the person prefer movies with action rather than psychological dramas? Is the

person's thought content associated more with external events than with fantasy or emotion?

Does the person find life pretty boring most of the time, rarely exhibiting excitement? When

talking with such a person, do you yourself get bored and frustrated, eager to get away from

him or her?

Looking for origins

There are a number of explanations for this kind of disorder—some physiological, some

psychological. Researchers who have a physiological answer to the origins of alexithymia see

it as a deficit in the connection between the left and right hemispheres of the brain. They

believe that something has gone very wrong with the "wiring" between these two units.

Researchers who see the origins as psychological look to the person's early relationships with

the primary caregiver.

Neuropsychologists—those who look to hemispheric specialization as the cause of

alexithymia—have discovered that the two cerebral hemispheres process the information of

mental life differently. The left hemisphere is more verbal, more analytical, more attuned to
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detail and fact. The right hemisphere, in contrast, is more intuitive and inferential and seems

to play a special role in the experience and expression of emotion. This difference in

information processing is highlighted among people who have undergone cerebral

commissurotomy (the so-called split-brain operation) done, for example, to help a person who

seems to be unable to execute a pattern of movements or control intractable seizures—a

procedure that severs the connections between the right and left hemispheres. Such people

may report being emotionally excited by certain arousing sexually explicit or aggressive

imagery but cannot describe why. Without the connection between the verbal-analytic side

and the emotional-imagery side of the brain, the source and meaning of emotional reactions

remains beyond rational awareness.

Neurophysiologists have pointed out that there are similarities between alexithymics and split-

brain patients. Alexithymics behave as if the right and left hemispheres were disconnected

from each other; they exhibit a lack of interhemispheric communication. The right

hemisphere's passions are inaccessible to the left hemisphere's verbal, conscious integration.

Somehow a dampening of signals, or perhaps simply a lack of amplification of signals, occurs

between the two hemispheres. Consequently, the person's emotional life remains out of

conscious awareness. Because one of the right hemisphere's specializations is processing

body image and somatic awareness, what should have been expressed as emotional reactions

is channeled into bodily symptoms.

Some psychiatrists and psychoanalysts trace the root of alexithymic behavior to a lack of

transitional space in childhood (Krystal, 1988; McDougall, 1989). They attribute alexithymia

to disturbances in the mother-child relationship. They suggest that some overprotective

mothers frustrate their child's individuality and attempts at play, not allowing the infant to

feel for him- or herself. The infant becomes trapped in an aborted symbiotic relationship

whereby extreme dependence is artificially prolonged. Such mothers treat their children as

extensions of themselves and keep them under their constant surveillance. They treat the

child's body as if it were their property, monitoring closely all bodily signals and disorders.

At the same time, the child's natural emotions are stifled, thwarting development of an
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autonomous feeling of identity, of appropriate affect, of the ability to differentiate and

verbalize emotions, and of the capacity to form symbols. As a result, alexithymics ignore the

distress signals given by their mind; they are out of touch with their inner psychological

world. If that inner world communicates with them at all it is indirectly, through physical

distress; they then pass those somatic complaints off as interpersonal communication.

Likewise, concrete external details become the substitute for internal fantasy.
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Alexithymic-like behavior

Alexithymia is not an all-or-nothing phenomenon. Rather, it exists along a continuum of

affective experience and expression. A distinction is sometimes made between primary and

secondary alexithymia. The former implies a deficit in experiential thinking. A lifelong

dispositional factor, it can lead to somatic illness. Of the two subtypes, it is the more difficult

to change, being a relatively permanent condition. Secondary alexithymia, generally the result

of certain developmental restrictions, manifests as alexithymic-like behavior. In this subtype,

alexithymic reactions are a consequence of one's way of processing stimuli under specific

conditions. Put another way, stress causes the person characterized by secondary alexithymia

to block his or her expressive potential. Rather than a permanent personality characteristic,

secondary alexithymia covers a set of coping behaviors that occur in certain stressful

situations only. It therefore tends to be of a more temporary and intermittent nature. Because it

is more circumstance-specific than primary alexithymia, it is also more prevalent—indeed, all

of us might react in an alexithymic-like fashion in certain situations—and more responsive to

efforts to change.

Alexithymia in the workplace

Circumstances that encourage alexithymia are found with appalling frequency in the

workplace. To illustrate how alexithymic-like behavior can be caused by the work

environment, I offer the following revealing excerpt from an interview with a CEO:

I sometimes think back to the time when I was a child. I have the image of a

person full of life. I remember the tantrums I used to have as a kid I would

scream and yell at my mother if things weren't going my way. Not exactly pretty

behavior, but at least I showed that I was alive, that I cared At university I

remember the pleasure I experienced when our team won a soccer game. There

was this enormous feeling of exhilaration. Even when I started working I

remember temporary highs—for example, when I was asked to set up a sales

office in Indonesia. Now, at the age of forty-seven, all these feelings seem

somewhat strange to me. It's as if they're from another planet.
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Whatever passions I had, my company has taken care of them. I learned very

early on that "Don't show any excitement" is the rule around here. And I've

been very good at following that rule. I know that behind my back people call

me a cold fish. I've overheard them say that I must have ice water in my veins.

They may have a point. I keep myself well under control, and it's not even a

challenge anymore.

At this point in my life everything seems rather flat. At home my way of

interacting isn't much different than at work Now, with the children gone,

when I'm alone with my wife there seems to be very little to say. We go through

the motions. We're like two ships passing in the night.

We all know people like this; they populate a good share of the offices and cubicles of the

world. That is because alexithymic-like behavior fits in so well with so many organizations.

After all, what organization wants to have a reputation for encouraging emotional

expressiveness?

Many companies seems to enforce a division of emotional labor. Blue-collar workers are

permitted to express emotions while white-collar employees are required to be paragons of

emotional control. Thus we often see quasi-alexithymic behavior at the senior executive level.

Think about all the corporate types scuttling around the workplace—the men in their gray

flannel suits, the women in their severely tailored outfits—who make all the right noises, who

behave appropriately, but in whom nothing distinctively human is revealed. They follow the

rules, never rocking the boat, but they do not know how to dream or play. The words vision

and inspiration are foreign to them. They cannot create "stretch" in the organization, because

r	 they engender no enthusiasm and inspire no "peak" experiences.

1	 "If it ain't broke, don't fix it" is the slogan of these executives. Dealing with discontinuities in

the environment is not their strength. And encouraging such discontinuities? Don't even think

n	 it! Welcoming change is not their forte. Incrementalism is written on their banner.
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Interaction with this kind of people is draining; there is so little emotional resonance that we

may wonder whether anybody is home. After a short while, being with them gets to be boring.

One feels like kicking them just to get some kind of reaction. Simply conversing with these

people can be exhausting, because of their lifelessness. And they do not "wear" well: it takes a

lot of energy to keep emotions under lock and key for long periods of time.

Though few organizations would set out to find a CEO or other senior executive who fits the

above description, many nonetheless encourage this kind of behavior. And the years take their

toll. Whatever life these people once possessed has been driven out of them. Such individuals

may not be truly alexithymic, but because alexithymic-like behavior is encouraged in the

workplace, behaving in an emotionless way has become second nature. They conform to what

their organization expects of them, and this lack of emotionality eventually begins to stick. It

turns into the real thing. Whatever playfulness the person once felt has been replaced by

ritualism and apathy. The result? A life without pleasure.

Methods of intervention

How do we deal with alexithymia? Is it treatable? So far the answer is ambiguous. If we are

dealing with primary alexithymia, where the etiology seems to be associated with genetic

neurophysiological or anatomical deficits (as opposed to secondary alexithymia, where

developmental, sociocultural, or psychodynamic factors play a role), psychodynamic forms of

therapy—those that more self-reflective and insight oriented—are contra-indicated. Given the

personality make-up of primary alexithymics, such techniques of intervention may actually

result in a worsening of the condition, because of the anxiety evoked by psychotherapeutic

interventions. Whatever intervention techniques will be used with these kinds of people, it is

not going to be an easy ride.

In the case of secondary alexithymia, or alexithymic-like behavior, a variety of interventions

can be beneficial. For secondary alexithymics, psychodynamic psychotherapy (with some

modifications) can offer some help. But both therapist and client need to be patient; the

process of helping alexithymics identify and verbalize their emotions can be long and tedious.
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It takes considerable time for alexithymics to learn to recognize, tolerate, and verbalize

different feelings. They have to practice their capacity for reflective self-observation. On their

part, therapists have to come to grips with the boredom such people may engender in them—a

very human response to a state of non-relatedness.

In general, however—from a time effectiveness perspective—supportive psychotherapy

seems to have more promise than psychodynamic therapy. Group and family therapy can also

be helpful, with group members and spouses lending assistance as educators of emotions.

Interventions that are anxiety-suppressive, include active reassurance, and demand minimal

intrapsychic work tend to be more effective with these people.

Behavioral techniques such as biofeedback, relaxation training, autogenic training, guided

imagery, and hypnosis may be of some help with both forms of alexithymia. These techniques

give people a sense of control over stressful responses and increase their awareness of the

relationship between bodily sensations and environmental events. In certain instances,

biological interventions in the form of various forms of medications may be of some help to

facilitate communication between the hemispheres. Often the best strategy, however, is a

combination of approaches.

In the case of secondary alexithymia, if the organization was part of the problem, it can be

part of the cure. If key executives believe that a repressive company culture has had dire

effects on personnel, they can improve the situation by changing their tone rather drastically.

If they are convincing—that is, if employees believe that emotional expressiveness will no

longer have negative consequences, that it is an accepted part of work behavior—they will

inspire other executives and workers to rise to the occasion. As you will recall, it is secondary

alexithymics who have the greatest potential to unlearn dead-fish behavior. Although change

may take considerable effort—though not integral to the personality, these patterns may be

deeply rooted—it can be achieved.
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Companies in which emotionless interaction is an intrinsic part of the organizational culture

face an uphill battle. Unlearning this kind of behavior in such companies may require a

specific, major impetus toward change—the sort of corporate "revolution" that is usually

triggered from the outside. The catalysts can be many. Perhaps the most typical catalyst is the

arrival of senior executives from outside the organization who have a very different way of

relating to each other than their predecessors did. Given the elevated rank of these new

executives, their behavior will be widely noted and gradually imitated. Because the presence

of a new cadre of executives is usually the result of a much-needed turn-around, a merger, or

an acquisition, it is even more likely that the key players will try to introduce a cultural

revolution, making a great effort to change the way people relate to each other. During the

process of change and transformation, secondary alexithymics may discover the emotional

potential that has been hidden deep within them. Like the Tin Man once he had discovered

that he had a heart, they may no longer be afraid to express themselves. Such a change in

relating will go a long way toward raising morale, making the organization a better place to

work.

Managing Personalities at Both Ends of the Spectrum

This review of hypomania and alexithymia, and of the behaviors they result in, was designed

to foster a better understanding of troubled employees at both ends of the emotional spectrum.

As we have observed, hypomanics—if handled well—can be a great source of strength to any

organization. The passion of these people—their enthusiasm, their inspiration, and their

vision—goes a long way toward creating a great organization. In contrast, unchecked

hypomanic behavior can contribute significantly to the downfall of an organization.

Executives under the thrall of alexithymia likewise have the power to bring down the

organization. Because they do not emanate the dynamism, inspiration, and vision that a high-

performing organization needs, they cannot motivate others to make exceptional efforts or

stimulate in them a passion for learning and further development. Because they do not handle

discontinuous change well, they impede organizational progress. Their emotional absence has
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an infectious demotivating effect, putting its stamp on corporate culture, discouraging

creativity and strategic innovation, and even contributing to a decrease in organizational

performance.

This look at executives who occupy extreme positions on the emotional spectrum-

hypomania and alexithymia—highlights the importance of effective emotional management.

It is clear that emotions are the life-blood of organizations. They determine the nature and

intensity of interpersonal and group dynamics. They are, however, commodities that have to

be handled with care. People at the helm of high-performance organizations exercise that care;

they address the emotional factor in organizations. They recognize their need to know how to

deal with emotional issues, and they appreciate the diversity of emotions among their

associates.

This ability to manage emotions is grounded in emotional intelligence, which is the product

of an inner journey of self-discovery. Only when we understand our own emotions can we

appreciate how those emotions affect others. Knowing how to be empathic also plays an

important role in emotional management. Yet empathy too comes only through a solid

understanding of our own emotions. Only with that understanding of self and others can we

try to use the emotional levers that will make employees more effective.

Above the door of the temple of Apollo at Delphi was written "Know thyself." That statement

is as relevant today as it was when it was first penned. Carl Jung shared basically the same

advice: "The man who has not gone through the hell of his passions has never overcome them

either." People who know themselves, who have a genuine interest in others, and who are in

touch with their feelings are the ones most successful at handling others, whatever the

emotional make-up of those others may be, including the extremes on the emotional spectrum:

the hypomanics and alexithymics. If executives who possess such knowledge are willing to

share their emotional intelligence with others and are prepared to "contain" the emotions of

others in stressful situations, they can help their colleagues grow, develop, learn, and be

creative. In our knowledge-based society, this kind of learning brings competitive advantage.
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People with this emotional awareness exemplify the sometimes overused phrase "People are

our greatest asset."
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