Anhedonia: The Blues at Work

Some illnesses fall in the gap between the fatal and the annoying. They are the precursors of either a more or a less serious state of being. The space between the annoying and the fatal might be called borderline. That is, the illness, sickness, problem, ailment, malady, disorder, affliction, or infirmity is more than just annoying to the people who feel that they are afflicted, but to others it is not viewed as particularly fatal. Those who feel burdened  with a borderline ailment are often not taken very seriously. In a world of calamity, tragedy, catastrophe, devastation, misery, havoc, ruin, destruction, and defoliation, borderline ailments are usually ignored. However, to those who experience the gnawing irritations of persistent borderline irritations, the pain and discomfort may be more damaging than a local cataclysm.  Borderline adversity imposes a gradually deteriorating and damaging repercussion on the burdened individual.


Borderline ailments and afflictions are those like loneliness (Riesman, Glazer, &  Denny; Slater) and shyness (Zimbardo).  So you’re shy or lonely? That may be irritating and annoying, but they aren’t necessarily fatal. Borderline problems are generally associated with somewhat nonspecific effects such as low tolerance of anxiety, poor control over impulses and responses, and an inability to engage in work or hobbies in a meaningful way. Borderline problems have an absence of signs associated with psychoses and neuroticisms and other serious mental difficulties, but they do involve many common semantic disorders such as projection--seeing our own unpleasant characteristics in others--and identification--the process of indiscriminately carrying our responses in one situation over to other, different situations with the assumption that the two situations are identical when they are in fact different ( Johnson).

Borderline Anhedonia


Anhedonia is a term used to describe yet another way of thinking and behaving that fits the pattern of borderline problems.  It refers to a passive joylessness and dreariness, discouragement, dejection, and lack of zest and spring in a person’s demeanor (Stein). Borderline anhedonia is the term that describes the experience people have when their human potential is stifled by work systems and organizations.


Borderline anhedonia is not a clinical state like pathological depression, but it may lead to the more serious nervous distresses and emotional and semantic disorders of personality such as  neuroses, psychoses, and schizophrenia.  Sub-categories of the basic categories of disorders such as paranoia, manic-depression, involutional melancholia, and the constitutionally psychopathic personality may evolve from borderline anhedonia, depending on the severity of the workplace conditions.


Borderline anhedonia is reflected in the daily use of such expressions as alienation, disillusionment, loss of faith, and lack of respect when referring to what is happening to people in the organizations in which they work.  Borderline anhedonia is spreading like the proverbial wild fire, triggering both forms of depression and violence in organizational relationships.  


The daily news is replete with examples of regular outbursts that result in mayhem and death, of postal workers and school children firing on colleagues and classmates in both spontaneous and calculated designs to rid them of the sources of creeping anhedonia. Executives crawl home to hide from the oppressions and obsessions of the workplace, custodians work in silent indignity, teachers and social workers clutch their chairs in white-knuckle anxiety as they prepare to confront students and clients.


I have had the opportunity to serve for most of my adult life in the role of professor in several universities around the world, in what some consider to be the least likely occupation and institution to be subject to anhedonia--either borderline or full-blown (Professor X).  Nevertheless, both rage and indolence run rampant in the cells of academia, playing out the consequences of anhedonia in the hallowed halls of scholarly institutions. Caplow and Reece, in their analysis of the problems of individual scholars,  conclude that “the violent opposition between the academic man’s image of himself as a kind of oligarch, independent of lay authority, and the galling subjection which he actually experiences is presumably responsible for the combination of private resentment and public submissiveness that so often characterizes the faculty attitude toward administrators” (p. 228).  There can be little doubt among members of the academic community that resentment, submissiveness, and a long catalog of related anhedonic reactions occur in colleges and universities. 


Outside academic circles, however, anhedonic patterns are sufficiently widespread  to constitute a plague.  Janice Castro caught the trend in 1989 when she reported that “the back-to-work season has begun, but for millions of Americans, the gung-ho is gone”(pp.52-56) . The slump occurred much before the summer of 1989, of course, and has continued beyond even the fall of that year.  Scott and Hart explain that new employees in the supermarket industry are trained in the operation of computer-based checkout stands, “but within a week the graduate of that program will find the job dull, routine, and personally unrewarding. . . . In organizational America, more people tend boring machines than sophisticated electronic gunnery systems. Thus, if the employees of organizational America were ever to comprehend the life-destroying implications of their jobs, there would be a frightful turmoil” (p. 79).


Judith M. Bardwick asserts that “plateauing” in organizations, where the potential for promotions has dwindled, leads to circumstances in which “those who are no longer rising but remain dependable and competent, who make no trouble but do not shine, are easy to ignore. They are passively punished by neglect. Being ignored is in some way more eviscerating than being criticized. At its worst extreme, being ignored makes people feel insignificant. At the deepest psychological level they can feel so insignificant they don’t exist. Of all the messages that can be communicated, that is the cruelest” (78-79).  Incredibly, organizations across the USA and around the world are deliberately creating insignificant employees, which in turn exacerbates feelings of anhedonia.


When employees feel insignificant, they feel that they are unable to cope, become frustrated, feel disappointed, and experience confusion in their lives. You can be pretty certain that anhedonia has set in when others notice a decline in your enthusiasm, creativity, innovativeness, confidence, personal commitment, confidence, and general productivity at work. The tragedy of anhedonia at work is expressed in impelling paradoxes such as “I’m getting a salary from an organization that I couldn’t care less if it goes broke or fails,” or that “the very organization to which I am committed is killing me.”

Time’s Cover Story of September 11, 1991(Castro),  reported the results of a survey of 12, 000 workers in which eleven percent of middle managers and twenty four percent of non-management employees described their offices or factories as ‘a prison,’ a sentiment heard in back rooms and in quiet conversations around many places other than offices as well.


Anhedonia--listlessness, joylessness, dreariness, lack of zest--is brought on by a number of different experiences; seasickness, for example, may produce a temporary form of anhedonia, but in the workplace, anhedonia occurs when the interaction of elements that constitute the organization create a negative perception of the workplace. 


Anhedonia in the workplace is not new. In fact, three decades ago, Warren Bennis called our attention to five human problems confronting contemporary organizations: integration, social influence, collaboration, adaptation, and decay. “Decay,” in human terms, leads to anhedonia.  In organizations, decay may occur in both the technical processes involving the work itself and the social processes involving the people. In the grand style, Bennis declared that “growth and decay emerge as the penultimate problem where the environment of contemporary society is turbulent and uncertain.” He suggested that we “must be concerned with those social conditions that engender buoyancy, resilience and fearlessness of revision” (p. 260). These are conditions that should replace feelings of anhedonia.


Harrison explained that “both white-collar and blue-collar workers respond to boring, repetitive tasks and close supervision by withdrawing effort and attention from the work; quality and productivity suffer accordingly. Management responds by managing more closely and by automating the work to as great an extent as possible. Because the workers feel more closely controlled and have even less responsibility than before, they feel less committed, and they withdraw their commitment and attention even more from the work. And so the cycle continues” (p. 5). Bardwick prepared a list of symptoms of passiveness, listlessness, discouragement, alienation, and disillusionment at work—all features of anhedonia in the workplace. They include: 


An “I don’t care” attitude about work.


Non- involvement.


Withdrawl from people socially or in terms of working with them.


Lack of initiative.


Lack of energy.


Having no specific goals and no time frame.


Passive forms of aggression, involving overt agreement, but basic 

noncompliance.


Inability to make decisions.


An increase in the number of hours worked, with no increase in output.


Due dates being missed.


Work  that need to be redone.


Incomplete work.


Routine tasks taking much longer.


Work being put off.


Doing only what is required.


No new ideas.


An increase in the number of errors.


Insisting on doing things the old way.


Coming late and leaving early.


Never being in a hurry.


No follow through.


Being hung up in details.


Prolonging decisions.


Being obsessed with rules.


Things just not getting done.


An increase in illness.


Inappropriate dress or rigidly adhering to irrelevant dress codes.


Being critical of others.


A tendency to withdraw from others.


Insisting on being the leader refusing the leadership role.


Not volunteering for special appointments.


Not helping others.


Insisting that things be done your way.


Refusing to give an opinion.


Chronic fatigue.


Marked gain or loss in weight for no obvious reason.


Using drugs or heavy use of alcohol or tobacco.


Tendency to fly off the handle.


Tension or irritability.


Loss of sense of humor.


Excessive amounts of putdown humor.


Minor problems being very upsetting.


Fears about work that were not experienced before.


Mistrust of others.


Feeling of urgency about time lines.


Constant seeking reassurances that one is liked.


Forgetfulness.


Living in the past or in the good old days.


No sense of what’s really important.


Feeling of being excluded.


No long-range perspective.


Quality of busyness at work.


Complaining of being too busy at home.


Complaining of being too busy at work to have time for self.


Feeling that life is repetitive.


Feeling weighed down by responsibilities.


Feeling of being trapped by the habits of how one lives life.


The most succinct description of these symptoms is captured in the phrase, having the blues at work. Borderline anhedonia can be understood best as blue days in the workplace. If you have blue days where you work, at home, at the company, around town, at the club, and with family members, you may be experiencing borderline anhedonia. Things may not be good and you need to do something about them. Don’t attack someone. Don’t leave or run away. Don’t lie down and die. Discover where your gung-ho went. Then, get it back.
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