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Aftermath of attack reaches the workplace 

By Francine Toder* 
 
 The unthinkable happened on September 11th and the U.S. is grieving.  It’s been just over two weeks and 
many of us are still in shock, dragging ourselves to our jobs, living our lives in slow motion, and feeling guilty for 
the comfort that surrounds us – much of which was taken for granted only recently. 
 The process of recovery from disaster is slow at ground zero as well as within each of us.  Healing takes 
time. It takes less time if a support network is available which for most of us means having someone to talk with.  At 
times like this even the most stoic of us allows a few feelings, maybe even a few tears to be expressed.  We seem to 
understand that in this very dark moment emotions such as sadness, anger and fear are allowable, even necessary.  A 
“window of the psyche” opens a bit to allow us a way of communicating that is usually not possible.  We talk to 
each other with compassion, with caring, with shared understanding.  The usual levels of guardedness, self-
protection or propriety are just not there.  Even normally “tough” New Yorkers, including this transplant, have set 
aside their protective shells to treat one another tenderly. 
 
Rivals meet in the foxhole 
 On the national level, we’re seeing the same phenomenon.  When legislative leaders of both parties found 
themselves in bunkers in Washington, D.C. following the September 11th attack many discovered new facets of their 
colleagues.  They got to know each other in a different way – no partisanship in the trenches.  Fundamentally, they 
had a very human, shared experience.  It provided a bridge to communicate which allowed adversaries a chance to 
listen and talk in deep and meaningful ways.  A common language emerged allowing an emotional connection that 
was helpful.  The barriers were down, at least for that moment.  Time will tell if the bridge is durable. 
 At the local level this phenomenon is repeating itself.  You might say that since September 11th we are all 
rowing together because we’re in the same boat!  The petty and sometimes significant differences between us have 
dropped away, if only temporarily.  We acknowledge each other with genuine caring and concern, even in the 
workplace. 
 Perhaps this is one of the few positive outcomes from the recent horrific events.  The workplace is a setting 
where people are put together with others based on the necessary skill sets to move the mission of the business 
forward.  Personal characteristics usually aren’t considered relevant which leaves only one primary language – the 
business product or service.  Worse still, we tend to be attracted to people who look or behave much like ourselves, 
further narrowing our perceptions.  It’s no wonder that work teams struggle to function effectively.  Individuals 
bring their stereotypes, values, personality styles and own agendas making interpersonal communication and 
cooperation strained and impersonal in ordinary times.  But this is no ordinary time.  
  
Walls broken down 
 For many years companies have sent work teams to “off sites,” experiential workshops, or trust exercises in 
the wilderness precisely because these produce a shared experience.  Team members develop new ways to relate to 
one another that often bypass the differences that seemed so obvious and significant before.  September 11th was an 
unplanned shared experience.  Our humanness and pride as Americans has emerged as a bonding mechanism.   
 As a psychologist who works with individuals and teams in the workplace, I have seen a distinct shift, a 
lowering of defenses, and an opening in the wall that has kept us from knowing each other.  I have heard stories 
first-hand about CEOs and board members who are talking to each other more caringly which is actually helping 
productivity.  Teams have coalesced because they are open to hearing things in a new way from someone who they 
now understand a bit better. 
 At a business meeting of professionals, formally suited men and women were shedding tears and talking 
about the new shared experience that bonds them together.  I can’t help but think that this way of relating will carry 
over even when the memory of September 11th is not so painfully acute. 
 
An important “time-out” 
 Our recent tragedy gave us a time out from everyday life.  For some of us it may have been the first time- 
out we’ve had.  It forced us to take a big-picture look at things – family, relationships of all sorts, the meaning of 



life.  It has given us a chance to see things from a slightly different perspective – one of the necessary ingredients for 
fostering creativity.  Because everything came to a grinding halt, apart from the images of fire and destruction, we 
may have been willing to reflect on our own values, goals and aspirations.  It is that, that allowed us to be open and 
vulnerable. Not only did it make us better people but we may also be more effective in the workplace where shared 
experience of national tragedy has brought us together.  
 
  
*Francine Toder, Ph.D. is a consultant, psychologist and executive coach with an office and home in Palo Alto.  
You can reach her by email at: toder@executive-coach.com 
 


