Focus group: Exploring Perceptions of Self-Expression at Work
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	Does anyone have any questions before we begin?

E: No I don’t think so

C: Nope

A/M/S: Nope

Great, no problem. Just to remind you that you are free to answer any questions asked today to the extent that you wish, and everything you say will remain confidential. If you have nothing to add at certain points, or don’t want to answer a particular question then please feel free to say that.

E: Cool, yeah

C/A/M/S: ok

Ok, so you’re aware that for the purpose of this study I am interested in exploring your perceptions of self-expression at work. Before we start I just want to remind you that there are no right or wrong answers to any of the questions that I’ll ask and I’m just interested in your views and experiences. Can you please try to speak one at a time where possible and allow everyone a chance to share their thoughts.

E/A/C/M/S: [general acknowledgements] Ok / Sounds good / No problem.

Fab thank you, so just to begin, can you briefly introduce yourselves and say a little bit about your role?

E: Hi everyone. I’m Emma and I work at [……..] as a counsellor. I’ve worked in the higher education wellbeing sector for about seven years now and most of my work involves supporting students with a range of personal and emotional issues. 

C: I’m Claire. Um I work as a psychotherapist and mainly work in private practice. I’ve also worked in a number of different mental health charities over the years.

A: Um hiya, I’m Aisha. I’m a counselling psychologist based in an NHS service. I’ve been there… maybe five years or so now. My main approach in my practice is on humanistic and person-centred values and I work as part of a much wider multidisciplinary team – nurses, other mental health professionals, etc. 

M: I’m Marcus and I am a family therapist. I work in a community service setting so I work with families who may be dealing with things like relationship difficulties, parental conflict.. things like that.  

S: Hiya, I’m Sophie. I’m a school counsellor and I work in [……] secondary school in [….]. I started there just over three years ago and before that I worked with a young people’s charity engaging with adolescents with issues such as anxiety and stress.

That’s great, thanks everyone. Some really fascinating things going on here! Ok, so thinking generally about your workplaces, how would you describe the environment you work in day to day?

S: I’d say my general day to day work is quite busy and varied. I don’t feel like I go into work and have two days that are the same… I might be seeing students individually or trying to work with other pastoral staff to work through some issues, or I might have a day full of things like safeguarding meetings or helping with wellbeing initiatives across the school. The variety is nice.. but, like, schools are quite structured as well which obviously makes sense – the kids need that structure. There are expectations as well, then, about how we [staff] interact with the students. 

E: I think universities are similar because they’re really just big organisations aren’t they? In the wellbeing service I spend most of my time actually providing counselling, but there’s a lot of time spent talking to other academics and other parts of student support services and teams. I think that generally the environment I work in seems, at least from the outside, to be a very open and inclusive place, and in many ways that is true…. I think we’re encouraged to bring new ideas and perspectives to the table, and that. But at the same time there are some expectations that I am always wary of when it comes to staff behaviours, professionalism and the like. 

C: Mine’s probably quite different because I mostly work independently in private practice. At least most of the decisions about how I work are mine and mine only to make, which gives me a lot of freedom. I can generally choose how I organise my day, what my office is set up like, what I wear, things like that. I suppose the downside is that it gets quite… isolated maybe? I don’t have colleagues to bounce ideas off!

M: That’s interesting because I’m sort of somewhere in between. Because I can be working with such a different range of people I’d say the culture is a bit more flexible compared to some settings and we’re encouraged to adapt our approach to the individual families or couples that we’re working with. There are still expectations there, of course, and I still have to be mindful of how I represent the service.

A: I’d describe my working environment as supportive, I guess, but structured. The NHS is obviously a large organisation so there are a load of rules and policies and governance…. Which is understandable and we’re working with vulnerable people! So there are going to be those expectations there to balance the needs of clients and the demands of the organisation. 

It sounds like there are some differences in your daily settings. I think there are a couple of things there that are interesting – Marcus you mentioned flexibility specifically, and most of you have started to refer to the ways in which you are expected to act, maybe, too. So Marcus do you mind if I ask you, first, what makes a workplace feel flexible to you?

M: yeah, course. For me it’s when managers trust their staff to use their professional judgement. For example – there isn’t any ‘correct’ way to engage families and I think that’s a bonus sometimes because different therapists have different styles, personalities, ways of expressing themselves that’s just generally accepted where I work. 

C: I think that’s a really important point actually. Flexibility isn’t always about formal policies – it’s about whether people feel trusted to do their job. 

M: Exactly that.

E: I agree with that too. In my team, we all have very different personalities and ways of working. Some are more formal. Some are more relaxed. Generally there’s room for that, which helps people across the board feel comfortable. 

S: Yeah I think there are some limits, though. In school’s there is definitely this sort of… idea of what a professional member of staff should look and act like. 

A: Yeah that’s true in the NHS as well. You can be yourself…. But there are boundaries!

That’s really interesting. And I know I said minute ago that you’ve mostly all already alluded to ways in which you’re expected to act and I think that’s coming through again with your talk on expectation and unwritten rules. What kinds of unwritten rules are you thinking about specifically?

E: For me they’re often things that nobody would ever actually say out loud to you. Like nobody has ever handed me a document or let me know that a document exists that explains how a counsellor should sound when conversing with a client, or when in a meeting – but over time you pick up on what kind of communication is viewed positively.

C: Yeah I was thinking the same. Policies tell you one thing, but workplace culture tells you another thing altogether.

A: Definitely. There can be assumptions about how senior professionals should behave…how confident they’re allowed to appear… even how much emotion they’re allowed to show.

S: Or how they should dress.

A: Exactly!

S: Nobody at school has ever said “oh well you need to be dressing in this particular way”.. but you become aware of what is considered professional and what might attract comments. 

M: I think language is another one, too. You learn very quickly what type of opinions are easy to express and which ones people might be more hesitant about sharing… 

E: That’s true, and sometimes you, sort of… adapt, find yourself adapting without even realising it.

C: Yeah and I think maybe that’s why some of the unwritten rules can be more powerful than official policies. Lots of workplaces will promote.. or say they want individuality and authenticity, but people pay far more attention to what actually happens when someone does things a bit differently…

M: Yeah, because that’s when you find out whether being different – or not even different, but being you? … is genuinely accepted.

A: Yeah and I think we’ve probably all worked in places where the written norms and the actual lived reality are slightly different.

E: Oh definitely.

I think that’s really fascinating and links quite nicely to what I was going to be asking next if we’re all ok to move on?

[general agreement]

Fab, ok so when you hear the term self-expression at work, what does that mean to you?

M: Self-expression. Um, I think for me it’s being able to bring aspects of yourself into work without feelings like you have to hide those parts, I guess. Not necessarily being an open book and acting like you would if you were with friends, say, but feeling comfortable enough that you’re not constantly on alert and…. Monitoring yourself I suppose or thinking “I can’t let people see that part of me.”

A: That’s a good way to describe it and I think I’d just add that some of that ‘being able’ to express yourself comes down to being confident enough to be genuine. Again, not giving all of yourself, but not feeling like you’re putting on an act all the time. I think most people in the world will have different versions of themselves that are different depending on where we are or who we’re with, and that, but if I left work feeling like I’d been performing all day and not actually being myself… I think I’d be more knackered!

E: Yeah I agree. Authenticity is something I think about too…. As in is who I am at work the same person as who I am when I’m not in work. And I think there are definitely differences in that… I’m not exactly the same person in a counselling session as I would be sitting at home with friends and family. But I think that… I suppose the core parts of my personality are still there to some extent.

S: I think it’s normal that we withhold some of who we are – especially when you can be working with vulnerable people… that’s normal, to adjust depending on the situation we’re in. 

C: Yeah and I don’t think we should be the same person in all situations. We’re professionals. There has got to be some adjustment depending on the context. I think that authenticity gets misconstrued a lot… it isn’t complete openness or total transparency. We don’t have the luxury to do that.

M: That’s a good point…

C: If I’m working with a client the focus just isn’t on me. Nor should it be. There are parts of my life.. my personal life.. that just aren’t relevant. Not sharing those things doesn’t mean I’m being inauthentic.

S: No and I don’t think anyone in any professional role would be sharing personal information with clients… or customers or any people they serve, really. It just doesn’t work to behave the same with clients as you would with friends. Yes we have professional responsibilities and I suppose the question is whether those adjustments feel natural to you… or whether they’re restrictive.

E: I think that’s where it can get complicated, really. I have no issue at all adapting my behaviour to different situations – we all do that. But if you feel you have to suppress or withhold important parts of yourself – how does that actually impact you as a person?

That’s interesting. Can you give an example of what you mean by suppressing parts of yourself?

E: could be anything really. Like.. your personality, your cultural beliefs… experiences or even the way you communicate./ If you feel like you’re always under pressure to constantly filter those things out because they don’t seem to fit workplace expectations, then that can be difficult no?

A: Yeah absolutely. And sometimes its subtle, like someone said earlier – sorry I can’t remember who said it. Nobody tells you to hide anything.. not explicitly. You just learn very quickly what is acceptable and what’s viewed as different.

S: Yeah I think that’s true. Sometimes it’s not the formal rules that are the issues but the atmosphere around you.

M: Or what other people are doing.. or even seem like they’re doing. You look around and think “everyone else seems to present themselves in this way….”

C: Humans are pretty good at picking up on those signals [laughs]

So it sounds like self-expression might involve balancing personal authenticity with workplace expectations?

A: Yeah definitely

S: I think it’s a balance.

A: Complete self-expression isn’t always appropriate in a professional setting, but neither is feeling like you have to leave your whole identity at the door every morning and put a mask on for the day.

M: There’s where I get interested. Where is the line? At what point does adapting become pretending?

E: That’s the question, isn’t it.

C: And I suppose different people would draw that line at different places..

S: probably depending on their workplace as well.

E: Yeah because some workplaces make it easier than others to feel comfortable being yourself… insofar as you possibly can be in work, at least.

That’s really useful! Ok so I just want to dive into that a little bit more – how do you feel you navigate being yourself while also meeting those professional expectations?

E: Um. I think I’ve become more conscious of it over time… earlier in my career I think I constantly presented a very professional version of myself in any and every part of work. I worried about saying the wrong thing, or not being good enough to do the job.

A: I felt the same I think. I remember feeling like I needed to fit a particular image of what a psychologist sho9uld look like or sound like or behave like.

S: Yes! As if there’s a template somewhere… but the template is a mysterious enigma! [laughs]. What I had to go off is other people I worked with and thinking that’s how  needed to be in every interaction. 

A: [laughs] exactly. I have to be calm, I must be measured, I need to be polished. I think… no one’s told me that but I THINK IT because that’s what I see. I’ve spent hell of a lot of time trying to fit into the box of what a counsellor was supposed to be.

C: And that’s the thing again isn’t it – this isn’t written or stated anywhere! We just assume that we have to maintain a certain distance from people, think through what we say before we say it and make sure we’re composed even if there are nerves.

A: Nope, but we pick them up very quickly don’t we.

M: I think training at work has some part to play in it too.  Maybe not intentionally, but when you're getting into any profession you're also learning what that profession values. You take on messages about how counsellors should present themselves.

E: Yeah I think that’s true. Some of the messages we absorb are useful. But others can leave you feeling like there’s only one acceptable way to be.

S:  And when you're newly qualified, it's difficult to separate genuine professionalism from trying to fit in.

Do you think that’s changed as you've become more experienced?

S:  Definitely. Confidence plays a huge role. The more experience I've gained, the more comfortable I feel letting bits of my personality to show. I still maintain professional boundaries, but I don't feel the need to constantly monitor myself.

E: Yeah same.  I use humour much more now than I did when I was newly qualified. Earlier in my career I worried it might seem unprofessional. Now I can see that… when used appropriately… it can help people feel at ease.

M: I’d say similar..  When I first started, I thought I needed to sound like a therapist. Now I'm less concerned about that and more focused on building genuine relationships with people.

C: I find that clients respond a bit more positively when they feel like they’re talking to a real person, and not just someone performing a role. 

A: I agree. Sometimes people seem relieved when you’re not trying to be perfect.

S: Especially younger people. They have a very good knack at picking up if someone is trying to talk to them and they’re overly formal or scripted!

C: Exactly. I don’t think being authentic means sharing a lot about yourself … it can just be.. being present and genuine in your interactions. 

M: Yeah, there just always has to be a balance because the work isn’t about us. A client doesn’t come to me to hear my opinions. So there are times when professional responsibilities have to take priority over self-expression.

A:  That's where I sometimes find the concept of authenticity difficult, and clearly where there are usually disagreements about what it means. People often talk about it as though it's straightforward, but really we’re just constantly balancing different things.

What kinds of things?

A:  Our personalities, professional responsibilities, organisational expectations, client needs. They're all influencing how we present ourselves at any given moment.

S:  And sometimes those things pull in different directions.

E: Exactly.  There are going to be times where what feels authentic to you isn't necessarily what feels appropriate for the role you're in.

C:  Which is why I think authenticity and professionalism aren't opposites. The challenge is figuring out how to bring enough of yourself into the work without allowing the focus to shift away from the people you're supporting.

M: Maybe that’s just something that most  practitioners spend their careers trying to work out.

(general agreement)

S: And probably something that keeps changing as you gain more experience and move between different workplaces, different roles.

E: Yeah, because what feels acceptable in one organisation might feel very different in another.

That's interesting. It sounds as though authenticity isn't just about the individual, but also about the environment they're working in.

A:  I think that's absolutely true.

Ok so some people talk about appearance as a form of self-expression. What are your thoughts on that within professional settings?

S: Oh appearance matters more than most people will admit

E: I agree.

In what way?

S: So, I guess take a school. They can be  quite traditional. There are expectations around dress, presentation and professionalism. I mean, the students are expected to dress a certain way so it makes sense that there are expectations of staff, too. Most of the time nobody explicitly says anything… to staff I mean. But you're aware that people form impressions very quickly. The way you dress, your hair, even the way you carry yourself can affect how others see you and what they think of you. 

E: And I  think that's true across a lot of workplaces. People often say that what matters is your ability to do the job, which of course it should, but the way we actually look while we do that still communicates something to other people … whether we intend it to or not.

A: Healthcare can be similar. The smallest of things can attract comments…

What kind of things?

A: Hairstyles, clothes, whether you have tattoos… and whether they’re visible. Piercings. Things that don’t affect competence – but can influence perceptions of it! I’ve seen colleagues receive comments about things that have absolutely no relation whatsoever to their ability to work well with clients. 

C: What also fascinates me is how quickly people make those judgements as well!

A: Yep! And a lot of the time without even realising they’re doing it.

M: I have tattoos and I remember toying back and forth so much wondering whether I should cover them when I started in my role.

E: Did you? Cover them I mean?

M: At first I did yeah. No one told me I had to,  but I remember thinking carefully about it. I was newly qualified and wanted to be taken seriously, so there was a part of me that worried people might make assumptions before they'd even met me.

S: I’ve never had that but I do know people I work with now who had a similar thing .. a like a battle within themselves about what to show, what to cover, etc.

M: It’s just a funny one isn’t it.  Over time I stopped worrying about it. Nothing bad ever happened. Most people either don’t notice or just don’t care. But the fact that I thought about it so much probably says something in itself.

E: And that’s most of the battle isn’t it. The concern is there even when nobody directly says anything. 

C: And that goes back to those unwritten workplace expectations we were talking about earlier.

A: Definitely. 

C: It’s funny how we spend most of our day talking about acceptance, individual experiences, and that with clients but we’re sitting here wondering if we’re allowed to show our personality or a tattoo we have while we’re at work [laughs].

A: That’s a grim reality. 

S: It is! I do think workplaces are becoming more accepting than they used to be though.

What makes you say that? 

S: I think younger generations in particular are much more used to seeing diversity in how people look and express themselves. Things that might have attracted attention twenty years ago aren't really viewed in the same way now.

E: I agree. I don’t think peoples assumptions have disappeared completely though.

A: No I don’t think they have. 

E:  Sometimes people still link professionalism to a particular image, even if they don't realise they're doing it.

C: What would that image look like do you think? 

E: Um… that’s difficult. It’s .. like.. unspoken so maybe I don’t even know? [laughs]. But I just feel like a lot of people have a picture in their head of what a counsellor, or a psychologist, or a therapist is supposed to look like. Maybe polished… neutral or conventional. Put together [laughs].

M: And the thing that gets noticed quite quickly is when someone doesn’t fit that picture.

A: Yeah, especially if they’re from a minority background, too. Or they express some different type of cultural identity.

S: Yeah of course. Appearance can be tied to so much more than clothing can’t it. It can reflect culture or religion. Gender identity.. all sorts of things.

That’s an interesting point. Do you think organisations generally recognise that?

A: Maybe some do. Some companies make genuine efforts to be more inclusive. But I do think there’s still a difference between saying diversity is valued and making people actually feel comfortable expressing themselves.

C: I think comfort is the key word there. Anyone is technically allowed to express themselves, but a lot of it is our own caution about how it’s gonna be received.

E: Exactly. A policy can say one thing, but employees are much more likely to pick up on what happens in practice.

M: And whether people who are different are genuinely accepted or just tolerated…

S: That’s a really valid point…

So it sounds like appearance isn’t just about how somebody looks, but also about what appearance represents to other people – would you say that’s accurate in terms of what you’ve all said so far?

A: Yeah definitely.

C: Yeah. Appearance becomes symbolic. People associated it with ideas about competence, or trustworthiness. Do they think someone is professional, what’s their personality like… even though those assumptions aren’t accurate – may not be accurate.

E: Which is when talking about things like self-expression gets quite complicated. What seems like a simple choice someone makes about what to wear, or what tattoo they have and their choice to show it... it can actually evoke questions about identity and belonging. And whether someone feels accepted in their workplace.

M: And whether they feel they  have to change parts of themselves to fit in.

[general agreement]

What role do you think workplace culture plays in whether people feel able to express themselves?

E: A huge one!

A: Agreed. Massive.

E: You can have as many policies promoting inclusions as you want, but what matters is how people behave day-to-day. Most organisations will write values down somewhere but employees are far more intertwined with what comes out in the everyday culture they’re working in. If people don’t feel safe speaking up or being themselves then nothing is going to change that.

C: I think psychological safety is really important there, too. If people are afraid they’re going to be judged or criticised then they’re going to naturally become more guarded. That’s just human nature.

M: I agree. I’ve worked in teams where people could openly disagree with each other and there wasn’t really any problem. The discussion and the differences in opinion were valued. But then in other places people were much more cautious because they weren’t sure how their views were going to be received.

S: Yeah I’ve experienced that too. I’ve worked in teams where people feel comfortable sharing different viewpoints and others where they didn’t.

What do you think made the difference?

S: Leadership, mainly, I guess. Whether managers genuinely were open to welcoming different perspectives or whether they just said they did. People notice pretty quickly if somebody asks for feedback and then becomes defensive when they receive it. And we’ve probably all seen that happen!

E: Definitely!

M: Oh yes! People watch how those who are in the leadership roles respond to difference. If someone expresses a new idea or challenges something and gets shut down, everyone notices. It sends a message about what’s acceptable.

A: I do think that sometimes organisations genuinely value diversity but still unintentionally encourage conformity. Again the culture can just… force this dominant way of thinking of behaviour that people just gradually adapt to.

C: Or speaking…

A: Yeah even communication styles. Some roles seems to value certain personalities more than others.

E: Yeah that’s true. People who are seen as maybe a bit outspoken sometimes get viewed differently to people who are quitter, even though both types of people have something to add to the jobs they’re doing.

S: And some people find it easy to express themselves by speaking up in meetings or in supervision groups, whereas others need a bit of time to reflect first. Not all jobs or workplaces accommodate both of those styles equally.

Again, all such interesting points. That's interesting. Would you say that some groups face additional pressures when it comes to self-expression?

A: I think they can. Sometimes people from minority backgrounds may be more aware of how they're being perceived.

E: I agree. If you're already experiencing a sense of being different, there’s probably an extra sense of pressure to fit in.

M: Or pressure to represent a particular group in some way.

A: Exactly that yeah. Sometimes you're trying to navigate being yourself while also managing assumptions that other people might have. And that can be hard – even if you are confident in who you are!

C: And I think that's where belonging becomes important. People generally express themselves more freely when they feel accepted rather than just… tolerated.

S: That's a really important distinction actually.

E: Yes, because inclusion isn't just being allowed to be there. It's feeling like you don't have to change who you are to be accepted there.

Thinking specifically about helping professions, how do professional boundaries influence self-expression?

M: That's probably one of the biggest questions in our field.

C: I agree.

M: we’ve said a lot about authenticity but that doesn’t just mean sharing personal information. I think that’s something people might forget.

E: Yeah I think that’s something that does get confused too. Authenticity and self-disclosure aren’t the same thing…

C: Exactly. I can be genuine with a client without telling them loads about myself or my life. That relationship needs to be centred on their needs, not mine.

A: What about selective disclosure though? I think that can sometimes be helpful,  but it's always something I think carefully about. I usually ask myself what the point of it is and who it's benefiting.

C: What do you mean? Can you give an example of that?

A: Yeah, like…  Sometimes sharing a small piece of information that’s personal to me might help normalise a client's experience or make them feel less alone. You know how when you have a friend an they’re sharing a story and the best way to humanise the situation is to consider a time that you’ve been through something similar… But there are also times where sharing something about yourself could shift focus away from the client. It's not straightforward, at all, and it’s exhausting thinking about it…

S: I think I can probably relate to that a bit in school.. the boundaries can feel a bit different when you’re talking to young people.

In what way?

S: Students are curious things.. they like to know about you as a person. Silly things like where you’re from, what music you like, whether you have children, what your weekend was like. Deciding what to share… or what not to… isn’t always easy because those questions come from a place of wanting to build a connection… to feel some sort of familiarity with the person you’re talking to about some vulnerable things, sometimes. 

E: I think that’s true in university settings too. We all wants to think that we can relate to any person we’re talking to so it makes sense that, if we’re trying to talk through something difficult with them, they want to know a bit about who we are as a person first.

C: I think a client sometimes just feels safer when their counsellor or therapist seems human.. relatable. I just think too much self-disclosure can become distracting.

M: Yep. The intention behind it matters..

A: And context…

M: And also timing. Something that might add or be helpful to one situation could go completely wrong in another.

E: I think those professional boundaries are things we pick up quite quickly in our line of work, and they’re a lot about judgement rather than rigid rules.

C: Yep – every interaction we have is different from the last and will be different to the next

S: I think social media has had a role to play, too…

Can you say more about that?

S: Course, um.. so years ago clients really only saw the professional version of you. There wasn’t any other way they could have access to you, was there? But now they could potentially find all sorts of information online without you ever telling them… or even knowing what they have found!

E: That’s a really good point…

C: That blurs the boundaries a bit.

A: I’ve definitely become more careful about what I post publicly online because there’s always a chance that a client could come across it. I make sure all of my socials are private… but you just never know do you.

M: Don’t you think that’s self-expression being influenced by work rather than work being influenced by self-expression though?

E: Yeah I guess it is…

M: There’s probably loads of things that all of us have chosen not to post… or not to share because of our jobs.

S: Or even because we’ve had to think about how it might be interpreted if it does get seen by a client.

C: So the boundaries basically aren’t even just inside the workplace anymore. It extends to our digital world now too.

A: And that just makes it even harder to separate your professional identity from your personal one.

You’ve alluded to considering sharing personal information and that it can be beneficial in some cases, but what examples could you give of a time where you, perhaps, felt pressure to actually suppress part of yourself in a professional context?

A: um, I’ve definitely changed the way I speak or how I present myself because I’ve been worried about how people would perceive me.

S: Yeah, same here actually…

A: Not because anyone ever told me to, but because of assumptions that I just think other people might make of me. Sometimes that awareness is sitting in the background… even though no one will ever say it..

E: I think a lot of people do that without even thinking about it, too.

C: Yeah and sometimes it’s just subtle little things. You become aware of what might be considered acceptable and what might not.

M: The difficult thing is deciding whether that’s professionalism or conformity.

S: Interesting choice of words…

What do you mean by that distinction?

M:  Well, some expectations do genuinely exist for good reasons. Professional boundaries, confidentiality, ethical conduct…. those things matter. But sometimes it's less clear whether we're following professional standards or simply following tradition.

E: That’s fair. Some expectations protect clients and we’re all aware of the importance of those. Others might just be habits that have developed over time and just never really been questioned.

A: Or assumptions about what a professional is supposed to sound or look like.

C: Yeah and once those assumptions become embedded, people stop noticing them…

S: Maybe that’s where a lot of the tension comes from… we want to be professional, but we also just want to be comfortable.

C: Authenticity can’t just be a personal issue, then. It sounds like we’re all influenced by our environment when it comes to how authentic or expressive we feel we’re allowed to be.

S: Yeah I think we’ve sort of come to that conclusion haven’t we – and it’s hard to know what one person feels is authentic another person would question or … not do maybe.

Ok so thinking about everything we’ve talked about today, what do you think helps people feel able to express themselves at work? Authentically?

S: Feeling accepted and valued as a person.

A: Trust. Simply being trusted.

M: Knowing that being different won’t be viewed in a negative way.

C: And recognising that professionalism doesn’t have to mean uniformity. I think workplaces sometimes – intentionally or unintentionally – send the message that professional means ‘behaving’… thinking or showing yourself in a particular way. But I don’t think professionalism has to look the same for everyone.

E: I think I’d agree with that too.

S: Same. Some of the places I’ve worked where I’ve felt most comfortable have been the ones where I didn’t feel any pressure to fit into a particular mould.

C: And maybe where mistakes were treated as learning curves rather than evidence that someone just didn’t belong.

A: Yeah and that’s where trust comes in doesn’t it? When people trust that they won’t be judged, they may be more willing to contribute ideas and be themselves.

Great. This has been really great and just before we end I just want to finish with one final question. Is there anything about self-expression that you think we haven’t talked about but you think is important? If not, then a very short and sweet point about what you think summarises self-expression at work.

C: I think just that authenticity is complicated. It’s not just a choice to be yourself or not be yourself.

A: Yeah. There are loads of other factors that influence your willingness to be authentic… or self-expressive… organisational, cultural, professional. All of these things interact and muddy that line.

M: And what feels authentic at one stage of your career might actually change quite a lot over time.

S: There’s a constant negotiation I think, in that sense.

E: That’s a good way of describing it. 

S: It's more of an ongoing process than something you achieve once and then stop thinking about.

M: And clearly there are lots of different ways of navigating the same challenge because all of us even here today have different views and experiences, and those things have a huge impact on us as people.

Thank you so much everyone. 
	



