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Professor Robert Neubauer
engages the reader with a
thoughtfully crafted narrative.
He poignantly describes his dif-
ficulties in practice, namely in-
tegrating his professional and
personal selves at the very same
time he is forging his own per-
sonal-sexual identity. His force-
ful writing brings the reader “in-
side” this struggle. He deserves
our appreciation for his willing-
ness to share his narrative. Pro-
fessor Robert Neubauer also is
worthy of special recognition for
using his sabbatical to return to
practice in order “to test the cur-
rency” of his skills (sadly a rare
event among academics). His
candid reflections on his expe-
riences as a volunteer-staff per-
son at an AIDS agency offer us
an opportunity to revisit and
examine important practice is-
sues, such as the inherent ten-
sions between bureaucratic im-
peratives and professional pro-
cesses, and the place of feelings
and physical contact in profes-
sional practice.

Before examining these
practice issues, Professor Neu-
bauer’s essay must be placed in
a historical and social context.
His practice experience takes
place eight years ago, at a time

when the diagnosis of AIDS rep-
resented a death sentence. Stig-
ma, shame, ostracism, isolation,
hushed voices, despair followed
the diagnosis. There was no
hope for surviving the epidem-
ic; one’s choice was to prepare
or not prepare for the inevitable.
For professionals and volun-
teers working in this context, the
experience was wrenching.
They faced daily the dying, de-
bilitation, and death of beauti-
ful and talented people. Within
a three to four-month period,
more than half of Professor Neu-
bauer’s caseload died. The
practice issues were complex.
Social workers reached out and
engaged new applicants/clients
while also confronting the death
of other clients. They had to
cope with their own grief and
mortality and, at the same time,
they had to have energy for the
work. The boundaries between
professional and personal reac-
tions, between transference and
countertransference  were
blurred.

Professional education
left these pioneering social
workers unprepared for how to
practice in the midst of an epi-
demic. Within this historical
context, Professor Neubauer,
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married with two children,
came out two years prior to his
sabbatical. He felt “scared, anx-
ious, excited, determined, full of
both regret and anticipation.”
His family and personal transi-
tions also shape the narrative.
Hence, one sees how historical
and social contexts profoundly
affect his transformative experi-
ence as a volunteer-staff person
and his ensuing narrative.

Tensions between Bureaucrat-
ic Imperatives and Profession-
al Processes

Professor Neubauer
presents three cases from his
work as a case manager. The
cases reflect some inherent ten-
sions between organizational
imperatives and professional
processes. How a client should
be inducted into an organization
illustrates this tension in action.
Reimbursement policies and
professional emphasis on a bio-
psycho-social intake assessment
often generate lengthy intake
forms. These forms require that
clients disclose personal and
historical material to a stranger.
Clients often resent and resist
this intrusion into their lives.
Social workers habitually feel
caught in the middle between
organizational demands and
sensitivity to clients’ feelings.

Professor Neubauer vis-
its this professional dilemma in
the case vignette of Perry. He
writes, “I skillfully began the
assessment, not in the order of
the intake form, but as our fo-
cused conversation unfolded.”
Unfortunately, Professor Neu-
bauer does not provide the ac-
tual transactions in the exchange

so that we can learn and gener-
alize how this difficult task can
be accomplished. Such illustra-
tion would make a significant
contribution because the power
of an agency’s agenda is not eas-
ily overcome. While I am confi-
dent that Professor Neubauer
made a serious effort to be re-
sponsive to client wishes and to
integrate agency and client
agenda, I suspect that he may be
evaluating his effort more by
what he intended to do and less
by how the client experienced
the effort. Perry’s responses
suggest that Professor Neubau-
er’s effort to navigate the orga-
nizational intake demands were
only partially successful (e.g.
“he wearily gave me the details
I asked for”; “fatigued in voice
and gesture, he asked if we
could finish this in the bedroom
so he could lie down”).

A specific exchange with
Perry illuminates the complexi-
ty of the task. In response to Pro-
fessor’s Neubauer’s request for
the name of a person to be noti-
fied in case of emergency, Perry
tearfully responds, “I suppose I
have to put my mother down.”
Perry’s response intimates that
he has a painful narrative to
share about the relationship
with his mother. Professor Neu-
bauer seems to focus on gather-
ing data (“If your mother is the
person you want notified, her
name should be in the case
record,”) rather than on Perry’s
painful narrative. At this mo-
ment, I wish Professor Neubau-
er had more fully explored
whether he felt constrained by
the organization’s intake form.
Or did he make a conscious pro-
fessional decision not to open up

this emotionally loaded area at
this time? Or, did he possibly
avoid Perry’s pain for more
complicated personal reasons?
A critical reflection on this mo-
ment would help us understand
the complexities and subtleties
of simultaneously dealing with
bureaucratic imperatives and
emotionally charged material.

The Place of Feelings and
Physical Contact in Profession-
al Practice

Professor Neubauer’s
narrative helps us explore two
additional complicated practice
issues - the place of feelings and
physical contact. As Perry
shares the loss of his family’s
love, Professor Neubauer states,
“I remained distant in my chair
next to the bed. At no moment
did I break faith with my early
training and hold him in my
arms.” This is an obviously
painful moment for both work-
er and client. For Professor Neu-
bauer, this moment is lodged
within his historical and social
contexts. He experiences an ei-
ther/or dilemma: either to re-
main distant or to embrace Per-
ry. No middle ground is acces-
sible. Professor Neubauer states
that he “sat there, professional-
ly empathic, but impassive and
distant, as I thought I'd been
taught.” I doubt that one can be
both emotionally distant and
empathic at the same time. All
of us have experienced the feel-
ing of being stuck at a particu-
lar moment in practice, immo-
bilized by a practice bind in
which neither of the perceived
alternatives seems appropriate.
At these moments, we may mute
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our affect and put on a profes-
sional mask.

Professor Neubauer at-
tributes his emotional distanc-
ing to his professional socializa-
tion. I do believe this is a par-
tially valid explanation. Profes-
sional socialization can stiffen
and formalize our practice and
we learn to be threatened rather
than challenged by ambiguity.
We become socialized to a prac-
tice theory and learn to fit peo-
ple and their situations into its
explanatory system. The theo-
ry becomes our conceptual secu-
rity blanket. We become bound
by our theoretical view — too of-
ten more committed to the be-
lief system and its promulgation
than to its differential applica-
tion. Professor Neubauer re-
minds us how professional so-
cialization can detach us from
clients at the very moment they
need us. Too many “Perrys”
suffering with physical and
emotional pain come into con-
tact with professionals who are
hiding emotionally. Professor
Neubauer cautions us that a so-
cial worker with a professional
mask inhibits rather than facili-
tates the healing and recovery of
clients. By hiding behind a
poker face, we unwittingly en-
courage clients also to hide
within stereotypical roles, e.g.,
patient, student. An artificial
and false communication takes
place in which neither party
says what he or she really feels
or means.

Professional socializa-
tion, however, is only a partial
explanation for our practice dif-
ficulties. We also need to learn
much more about what accounts
for workers’ attraction to differ-
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ent theories and why some tran-
scend their initial socialization
while others do not. I wish Pro-
fessor Neubauer were more cu-
rious and reflective about what
made it difficult for him to
“break faith” with his profes-
sional socialization. Contempo-
raries originally trained to re-
main neutral and impassive (to
protect against countertransfer-
ence and to encourage transfer-
ence) moved to forge a more ef-
fective synthesis and integration
between professional and per-
sonal selves. Professional so-
cialization is only a partial ex-
planation and perhaps in a fu-
ture article Professor Neubauer
could examine additional forc-
es which restricted an emotion-
al connection with Perry.
Through my own profes-
sional experiences,  have found
helping people to deal with dy-
ing and death is extremely dif-
ficult. Most professionals have
their own unresolved personal
issues over the loss of loved
ones. One way to cope is to de-
velop emotional distance and
even numbness. In Professor
Neubauer’s essay, Patrick re-
ports that his doctor informed
him that he had multi-site lym-
phoma and that he had refused
further treatment. His poignant
statement understandably over-
whelms Professor Neubauer:
“He couldn’t talk; I couldn’t
talk. We said goodby.” This
moment needs to be placed un-
der a microscope. Its explora-
tion can provide us with rich
insights into the experience of a
professional dealing with taboo
content and emotions. Profes-
sor Neubauer has deep feelings
for Patrick; however, he could

not express them and with-
draws. In our careers, most of us
have experienced this uncom-
fortable and lonely moment. We
remain inside ourselves, preoc-
cupied with our own losses, our
own pain. How do we access
and use our own vulnerability
and emotionality at these mo-
ments rather than retreat into
ourselves? Isuggest a first step
is to retrospectively examine
these moments in depth as they
provide us with the opportuni-
ty for reflection, learning, and
growth. Learning to use our
spontaneous reactions rather
than to flee moves us further
into the work.

Professor Neubauer also
introduces the role of physical
contact in practice. He retro-
spectively questions why he had
not begun the encounter with
Perry at first contact in the hall-
way with an embrace. Isuggest
a caution. An applicant/client
may experience and react many
different ways to being held in
the arms in the very first inter-
view by a professional stranger
despite the good intentions of
the worker. The place of physi-
cal contact requires greater spec-
ification——with whom, under
what conditions and the mean-
ing it may carry for the client.

Conclusion

I would like to conclude
by commenting on the totality of
the essay. The volunteer expe-
rience was truly transformative
for Professor Neubauer. As a
teacher, he more readily offers
praise than criticism — “I nar-
row the distance among us as
much as possible without di-
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minishing the differences in our
roles.” This is a wonderful prin-
ciple for all teachers to heed. As
a person, he has developed
much greater comfort and ac-
ceptance with himself. To ac-
complish this self-acceptance, he
had to dive into uncharted and
rocky waters. The stakes were
high and the risks enormous.
Yet, he had the courage to face
his own demons and did so with
dignity and sensibility.

Over the last decade of
my teaching, I have become in-
creasingly attuned to the pain
and courage of gay and lesbian
people. Professor Robert Neu-
bauer’s essay further deepened
my knowledge and sensitivities.
And for that I am most thank-

ful ]
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