


Praise for the Second Edition of Coaching

“In Coaching: Evoking Excellence in Others, James Flaherty brilliantly dissects both the art

and science of coaching—one of the more difficult and least understood roles in organi-

zations. Beginning with theories, concepts, and models, he shows their application to prac-

tice and empowers any aspiring coach to be more effective in helping people achieve their

goals. A better book on this subject just doesn’t exist.”

—Jerry I. Porras, Lane Professor of Organizational Behavior and Change Emeritus,

Graduate School of Business, Stanford University and Co-Author, Built to Last

“As the field of coaching finds its way to becoming a mature discipline, James Flaherty’s

dedicated field research, study, and sound articulation offers a definitive ground and a 

sensibility of genuine care. At the core, this book offers a way of thinking about human

beings that makes action and practice central to learning. This is a no-nonsense, generous,

pragmatic book that belongs on the shelf every coach, novice or veteran.”

—Richard Strozzi-Heckler, Ph.D., Founder of Somatic Coaching and author of

The Anatomy of Change and Holding The Center

“At long last, a book on coaching that moves beyond ‘advice from the sidelines.’ James 

Flaherty convincingly shows that the only way to truly help people grow is to help them

in developing new practices and new language, and that the only way to coach effectively

is to enter into a reciprocal relationship where ‘coach’ and ‘coachee’ engage in a dance of

mutual influence and growth”.

—Peter M. Senge, MIT and Society for Organizational Learning

“This extraordinary book clearly represents James Flaherty’s ability to insightfully enable

the self-generating and self-correcting capacities of his clients. His clarity and candor

engage the reader to more deeply examine the opportunities to live a more integrated and

holistic life.”

—Michele Goins, Vice President and Chief Information Officer, Imaging 

and Printing Group, Hewlett-Packard Company 

“James Flaherty focuses on the commonly overlooked fact that a coachee is a ‘human-

being.’ He effectively emphasizes that this is the most important aspect that a coach should

always have in mind, something that many of us tend to forget. It was this tact that he

applies toward coaching, as well as many other brilliant insights, that helped me make the

decision to publish Coaching in Japanese and apply its lessons in my practice.”

—Mamoru Itoh, President, Coach21 Co., Ltd., Tokyo, Japan



“James Flaherty frames deep questions about how humans operate across a series of inter-

connected domains such as the mind, body, and emotions, which will give both new and

experienced coaches pause to reflect. He frames crisp distinctions about the coaching

process which will generate new perspectives on the role of the coach. He leaves a trail of

deeply researched threads that the reader can explore after reading to deepen their knowl-

edge and understanding. All of this is done in a crisp and quietly elegant dialogue which

makes you believe he is present as you are inspired to explore, with profound curiosity,

your own beliefs on what we are as human beings and how we should show up as coaches.

As you read and digest his coaching metaphors, analogies and questions, there are inex-

plicable possibilities that crystallize, fresh insights that emerge and a renewed commitment

to explore oneself and the coaching we strive to master.”

—Craig O’Flaherty, Director, Centre for Coaching, Graduate School of Business,

University of Cape Town, South Africa
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T S  D

      

   

“Talent neglected or misguided, investigations into the nature of things not
completed, what is right understood but not acted upon, and the lack of
energy to rectify what is wrong—these are the things which pain my heart,
which I exist to remedy.”

—K-T (C)
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Foreword

On its surface, James Flaherty’s book looks to be a how-to text for a rapidly
emerging set of disciplines and practices called Coaching. Don’t be misled.
This book is a lot more than that, although you can read it for no other
reason, and it will help you improve your practices as a coach (or as a
coachee, a customer of coaching).

Not long ago, coaching meant training athletes, performers, and stu-
dents. Recently, the use of the term has been extended into the worlds of
management, leadership, entrepreneurship, and performance in other
domains of life. I remember my initial reaction to hearing Fernando Flores
propose in the early 1980s to bring the skills of basketball coaches to man-
agement teams and the boardroom. I was surprised at this unexpected
appropriation; and, it made a lot of sense. In retrospect, I think that it
made particular sense to me because of what I knew about how difficult
it is to learn the practices of managing and leading. It is extraordinarily
difficult to observe and improve one’s own performance in the challeng-
ing roles people face in taking responsibility for the future—especially
managing and leading.

The discipline of coaching puts the center of its attention on the ques-
tion of how a person can help other people develop new capabilities, new
horizons, and new worlds of opportunity for themselves and those around
them. Put this way, we can begin to see that this role—coaching—will be
especially relevant for the coming era. This book is about building rela-
tionships among people who are continuously learning about the chang-
ing environments in which they live and work, intervening in and moving
to set aside ineffective and counter-productive habits, and building new
skills, practices, habits, and platforms for collaborating in this ever-
changing world.

In the 20th Century, we built enormous organizations around the world
in which people were employed as special kinds of irritating and expen-



sive interchangeable parts. Those organizations changed the face of the
planet, bringing both valuable and wasteful practices everywhere they
touched. To get more efficient and effective we centralized, decentralized,
cut costs, outsourced, down-sized, right-sized, and automated. We coor-
dinated manufacturing and logistics through “ERP” systems and dealt with
our customers with “CIS” and “CRM” systems. (Don’t worry if you are not
familiar with those acronyms; that underscores my point.) Coaching was
not an essential capacity in that world; it was not necessary to re-shape the
skills of most individual employees. People were trained to perform in
roles that had been designed to serve the purposes of the enterprise, and
they adapted or they were replaced. We trained people to remember and
repeat “information” and follow rules. It was only in the last decades of
the 20th Century that various features of the world began to call for the
kinds of capacities to deal with the continuously changing environments
that this new kind of coaching was invented to address.

James has put the client in the center of his interpretation of coaching
in a way that is worthy of our attention. One reviewer says that James does
not forget that those who are coached “are human beings.” What does he
mean by this? No one would dispute the proposition that coaches work
with human beings. But James has very particular interpretations about
the kinds of beings he is training to coach, and about the beings that they,
in turn will coach. He has worked for many years to develop these inter-
pretations, and they are fundamental to what is so helpful about this book.
There is no way to sum them up; you must read the book and make your
own sense of what James is doing. However, I want to point to three inter-
pretations that James is writing from that I would not want the reader to
miss.

1. Human beings create themselves in language, continuously shaping
and re-shaping the narratives in which they make sense of their
worlds. If you would make sense of another human being, pay close
attention to the language and narratives in which s/he interprets
him/herself.

2. Human beings are biological creatures all the way down. They
invent, carry, and express their moods, what they care about, and
how they understand the world in their bodies. If you would make
sense of another human being, pay close attention to their body, and
to how they attend to it themselves.

3. Human beings are paradoxical, at once far more creatures of habit
than most of us like to think, and at the same time far more mal-
leable. For James this paradox is a bottomless source of wonder,
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appreciation, inquiry, and amusement. This is a serious book, but
you will see James’s humor here too.

These distinctions arise from James’s study of many disciplines. For
example, it will be obvious to the reader that he has thought deeply about
human language and the ways that we invent ourselves and our worlds in
language. This is one of the most distinctive features of the book. In this,
he stands on the shoulders of great philosophers and shares their work
with the reader. Finally, he includes learnings from his Buddhist practices,
the biology of Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela, and his work as
a Certified Rolfer (which he did before becoming a coach and developer
of coaches) and makes what he has learned available to the reader in direct
and indirect ways.

In the book, James presents ingenious maps for thinking about the
multi-dimensional space in which two human beings come together to
produce a shift in the world(s) of one or both. He calls them “models.”
The models that the commonsense world gives us for thinking about these
questions are, for the most part, bad maps. On her College Board Test, for
example, my daughter is asked to write about this question: “Are people
more often motivated by money or fame, or by personal satisfaction?” On
reflection, it is easy to see that this is a bad question that shares the struc-
ture of the old joke, “When did you stop beating your wife?” Don’t be
misled when James says that the models he presents are not terribly impor-
tant. He warns against mistaking maps for territories, and calls those who
would label people using models, simply, “lazy.” Here he is speaking in the
philosophical tradition of Wittgenstein, who said, “My propositions serve
as elucidations in the following way: anyone who understands me even-
tually recognizes them as non-sensical when he has climbed out through
them, on them, over them. (He must, so to speak, throw away the ladder
after he has climbed up it.)”1 In the end I agree that you will be wise to
discard the models James offers, but before that, they are enormously
useful as “ladders” to access new terrain.

At this turning point of history, far too many of our leaders, managers,
designers, and others in positions of responsibility for our communities
and enterprises have come to take for granted that it is possible to manage
and lead other people without attending to questions that sit in the middle
of this book: how to intervene in situations in which people are “stuck” in

Foreword xiii

1 Proposition 6.54 from the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. See http://www.public-

domain-content.com/Philosophy/Ludwig_Wittgenstein.shtml and http://pd.sparknotes.

com/philosophy/tractatus/section13.html



old habits and badly understood situations, how we observe the world
around us, and how people learn.

When I am training designers, I often remind them that if they are not
skilled and confident in their capacity to diagnose and intervene in the
human messes of the world, they will make important mistakes. They will
design features for a new world constrained by the limits of their own
ability to understand the capabilities of people. Similarly, confidence in
your own capacity to be an effective coach is an essential ingredient for
making a better team, business, service, and world. As you read Coaching:
Evoking Excellence in Others and begin to practice what it offers, I predict
you will find yourself experiencing expanding possibilities for yourself and
those you interact with, along with growing ambition and confidence that
you can take on and succeed at projects and goals that before were not
possible.

Chauncey Bell
Managing Partner

BABDI—Bell+Associates, Business Design for Innovation
Alameda, California
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Preface to the Second Edition

Since I originally wrote this book, the world of coaching has changed and
stayed the same. It changed in that more disciplines are being woven into
coaching: it is now possible to do somatic work and send clients out with
self-observation exercises in a business setting. It stayed the same in that
many coaches still have not sufficiently questioned their assumptions
about people and themselves to do any powerful interventions. This
revised edition of my book includes new chapters on working with the
body and what to do when we find ourselves stuck in our coaching efforts.
These chapters are meant to expand the coach’s repertory and readiness
to step into wider areas of engagement with clients. As usual, these chap-
ters have annotated bibliographies at their conclusion that will assist the
reader in continuing his or her study. I hope that this book encourages you
in your development as a coach and helps you in the important work of
supporting others. Please read it and use it with that in mind by folding it
into what you know and folding what you know into it until you arrive at
a new, powerful place from which to do your work.





Preface

Probably what’s at the core of working with people as a manager, teacher,
coach, or parent is our basic understanding of people. Do we believe that
human beings are attempting above all else to avoid pain and seek plea-
sure? Have we concluded that everyone is trying to get ahead himself,
regardless of what happens to others? Do we think that people are bio-
computers that have been programmed by life circumstances and have
very limited possibilities for change? Do we imagine that people are small
particles in a vast, unstoppable mechanism of historical forces that leave
the individual as helpless as a cork in the ocean? Or do we have the oppo-
site view, that the individual is the captain of his fate, one who can fully
determine what happens, bend circumstances to his will, overcome all cir-
cumstantial obstacles? Until we can reveal to ourselves what we understand
human beings to be, we cannot coach them. Without this understanding,
it’s as if we are attempting to build a structure with materials that we aren’t
familiar with. We don’t know what will bear weight. We don’t know what
will be water resistant. We can’t tell what might be insulating. Probably no
intelligent person would go ahead with such a project unless forced to by
circumstances. But many of us go ahead and work with people without
coming to grips with this fundamental question.

In fact, many authors and experts do not address the topic at all and
work instead with an assumed theory that is never revealed. Perhaps this
is because there doesn’t seem to be a need to talk about it. After all, we’ve
gotten this far in management theory and education theory without such
discussion. Why bring it up now? The reason is because of the most prag-
matic conclusion possible—what we’re doing is not working. There is no
need here to cite statistical evidence for this assertion. What is probably
more interesting is people’s response to it. We tend to do more of what
we’ve already done in the past, rather than to rethink what we’re doing.

xvii



Without this new thinking, all we can do is continue to repeat the actions
we’ve already taken, which will of course lead to the same outcomes that
we already have.

Repackaging the same actions in a program called coaching is just
another version of the same mistake, as is trying to shorten the amount of
time taken to perform the same actions. This book, then, is meant to ask
some fundamental questions, and as such it will not be an easy-to-apply
collection of tips and techniques. It’s more like showing people how to
design a building on strong foundations than like teaching them how to
apply spackle to the cracks in the wall as they appear. The difficulty with
fundamental questioning is that it’s uncomfortable and takes time, and
consequently many people don’t do it. Reading this book is a chance to
take some time out and rethink the way you work with people.

How to Use This Book

There are many different ways to read through this book. Some readers
will start at the beginning and go all the way through, reading all the texts,
charts, summaries, references, and bibliographies. Others will just glance
through and read the summaries at the beginning of each chapter. Some
people will look through and read the charts and try to make sense of
those. Still others will read the table of contents and the index, and then
will make some conclusion about the book. Instead of doing what you
habitually do when reading a book, take some time to consider what it is
that you want to accomplish by reading and working with this book. And
then ask yourself what is the best way to do that. Intervening in habits is
very important in coaching and you can begin to coach yourself by asking
these questions. Each person, of course, will end up determining for
himself what he does. The question remains, though—what is the basis
for this action? Is it the most efficient and quickest way, or is it a proven
methodology that is continually measured against outcomes? Coaching,
you see, is not telling people what to do; it’s giving them a chance to
examine what they are doing in the light of their intentions. So if you read
this book looking for someone to tell you what to do, you won’t find it.

In any case, there is a particular organization to the book. Each chapter
begins with a brief summary of its content, followed by a text that is the
theoretical basis for the topic. Following are reference notes and biblio-
graphic information. The text is deliberately simple and straightforward.
You’ll find grounding for the ideas presented and references for further
study in the annotated bibliography at the end of each chapter. You can
use the book as a coaching tool if you allow yourself to use the distinc-
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tions presented as a way to look at your own world. What you find will be
useful or not according to what you are up to. On the other hand, trying
to think of exceptions to what’s presented or arguing with the book will
leave you with what you already knew before you started. Yes, it does make
sense to question and to struggle with a text, but dismissing it out of hand
without a sincere attempt to take its notions into life will assure that we
continue to remain only as capable as we are already. The proof of coach-
ing is in action, not in argumentation. Taking the book into action will
give you a chance to assess its value to you much more than arguing with
it will. As a coach, you’ll find yourself taking the same tack, asking your
client (the person you’re coaching) to take what you’re saying into action
as a test, rather than arguing with you in an abstract way about the truth
of what you’re saying. Naturally this takes trust, and in real life this must
be in place before coaching starts. For you to get the most benefit out of
this book as a reader, you have to give it the benefit of the doubt.

Limits of the Text

If you’ve looked through the table of contents, you’ve seen that this book
takes on some formidable topics: subjects that have been the topic of philo-
sophical, sociological, and psychological discussion for centuries. Natu-
rally, the book is not meant to be the definitive word on any of these
subjects, but is instead intended to be a spur to reveal to yourself your
thoughts on the subjects. Actively reading the book will mean watching
your reactions to the ideas presented, because it’s in this reaction that you
will see where you stand on the subject matter. In a sense, your under-
standing of life is like light that can only be seen when it is reflected off
something else. This book can be such an object, in which you can see your
own thinking reflected, if you are open and looking for it. Your particular
problems or situations may not be explicitly addressed, but you can take
the notions presented and apply them to yourself and your own life, result-
ing in a new awareness. This awareness can be a chance to see in a new way
what is happening, to form a new relationship with the situation, and to
take new action. The book is not a cookbook that tells you what to combine
in what preparations, how to cook it, and for how long. It is only when
someone tosses away a cookbook that he or she can be a truly great chef.
Similarly, we can never become very great coaches by following a step-by-
step procedure that someone else gives us. Yes, it’s true that beginners need
structure and instruction and those are included in the text, but they are
meant to be only the preliminary steps—steps that you take only to build
your competence and then throw away as you design your own steps.
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Orientation

Probably everyone at one time or another has wanted to help someone else
improve at what he or she was doing. Parents watching their children grow,
teachers working with students, supervisors and managers on the job,
friends supporting each other in a common endeavor, and countless other
examples show our basic human desire to contribute. This book (and my
life) is directed at the questions, “How do I do that?” and “How do I con-
tribute to someone’s competence in a respectful, dignified, and effective
way?” If you find yourself asking these or similar questions, then this book
definitely has something to say to you.
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Introduction

The challenges in writing a book on coaching are the same as those one
faces when beginning to coach:

� How to say something distinct enough to foster change and yet famil-
iar enough to be understood.

� How to say something linearly (the organized form of nearly any
book) that can only be fully understood holistically or systemically.

� How to show something meant to evoke a paradigm shift in a way
efficient (cogent) enough to maintain interest.

In other words, how to be heard saying something well beyond quick
techniques in a world clamoring for them. The list could go on, as you well
know if you’ve ever attempted to evoke excellence from someone else—if
you’ve ever tried to coach someone. However, the job of a coach is always
to speak about/show what can happen and to do so in a way that frees
people to take action.

We are all too familiar with constraints in our world. In fact, it often
seems that the more aware/experienced/informed we become, the more
convinced we are that it will take more awareness, experience, and infor-
mation before we can overcome constraints, be fulfilled in our work, and
bring meaning to our lives (see Figure I.1).

And of course, the circle, frequently vicious, as you’ve probably noticed,
is at first about ourselves only, but later, it becomes a constraint to our
coaching of others.

Doesn’t it seem that the more books we study, the more we self-diag-
nose as having whatever the syndrome is that the author describes? For
the same reason, reading medical textbooks is much more frightening than
reading Edgar Allan Poe or Stephen King.
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Keep this in mind as you read the following chapters. Do you find your-
self more constrained? Are the distinctions showing you more reasons why
something cannot happen? Or, are you finding yourself more free to take
action? Of course, these are the same questions to ask when you’re coach-
ing someone.

When you find yourself constrained/confused/in disagreement, I invite
you to ask yourself the following questions: “What way of seeing this topic
am I attached to or defending?” and “What would happen if I saw it this
new way?” Keep working with yourself in this way as you read this book
and you’ll find yourself more competent by the end.
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1
The Foundation for Coaching

1

“Our chief want in life is someone who will make us do what we can.”

—E

Why Coaching Now?

Maybe as you select a book about coaching you already have in mind the
situation in which you want to use coaching. Perhaps you’re a manager in
some kind of organization who is trying to improve the performance of
someone who works for you, or maybe you are someone attempting to
mentor a young promising person. Alternatively, you might be a team
leader on a software development task force attempting to build the pro-
ficiency of your team. You could also be a parent who wants to provide

Here are the basics, the building blocks for everything that follows—
the fundamentals of coaching. They’re presented simply, directly, and
concisely with few examples or elaborations. The presentation gives you
maximum room for your own thinking and creativity. This book doesn’t
tell you what to do. Instead, it gives you distinctions, ideas, models, and
principles from which you can design your own actions. Some readers
will be annoyed by this, others will feel informed and liberated. In either
case, regardless of initial response, the question remains—what will
leave you, the reader, with the greatest chance to be an excellent coach
who can self-correct and self-generate your own innovations? The 
following is my response to that question.



the best possible upbringing for your child. The possible scenarios could
go on and on, and it’s the purpose of this book to give you an introduc-
tion to coaching in a way that allows you to apply it to the wide range of
situations we find ourselves in these days.

The common thread running through these circumstances is the inten-
tion of the coach to leave the person being coached, whom we’ll call the
client, more competent in an activity that is of mutual interest to coach
and client. Since many of the people reading this book are probably inter-
ested in how coaching applies to business, here are some reasons why
coaching is important in the world of commerce today:

1. The need for innovation is endless. Businesses must keep reinvent-
ing not only their products and ways of delighting their customers,
but also the way they organize themselves; communicate so as to
coordinate activities; and stay current with changes in technology,
demographics, politics, government regulations, and so on.

2. Because of relentless downsizing and reengineering efforts, the tra-
ditional relationship between organization and employee has been
changed in a way that is probably irreparable. Consequently, even
outstanding performers do not anticipate staying with one organi-
zation for their entire career and are always working with the knowl-
edge, at least in the background, that their current position is
temporary. Organizations have to find a way to retain such people
as long as possible by providing both attractive compensation and a
chance to continuously learn.

3. Organizations by necessity are having to work in multicultural envi-
ronments. This happens when organizations recruit or market in
other nations as well as within the United States, as our demo-
graphics evolve from the historic Eurocentrality.

It is one of the central tenets of this book that command-and-control
organizations cannot bring about the conditions and competencies nec-
essary to successfully meet the challenges holistically. For the most part,
organizations know this and have attempted to reorganize themselves
using the principles of total quality management and reengineering.
The usual problem with these interventions is that they are implemented
by and end up reinforcing the command-and-control structure. Here’s 
my objection to that: command-and-control organizations are based on
the premise that a power and knowledge hierarchy is the most effective
way of structuring an organization. People at the top make the decisions
and people further down implement those decisions, changing them as
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little as possible. The process is slow, expensive, and has as its core 
belief that people cannot be trusted and must be closely monitored. As
long as those beliefs are in place any organization will have tremendous
difficulty flourishing in today’s world. Of course, what I’m saying here is
not a new statement. What I’m offering in this book is an alternative to
working in a command-and-control environment by beginning with new
premises. It’s been my experience that organizations must be dedicated to
allowing people to be both effective and fulfilled. Organizations are the
ongoing creations of the people who work in them. Treating organizations
as if they were huge machines, as is done with command and control,
badly misunderstands the nature of the phenomenon. To sum up and 
simplify what I’m saying, coaching is a way of working with people that
leaves them more competent and more fulfilled so that they are more able
to contribute to their organizations and find meaning in what they 
are doing. I hope that reading this book will convince you that this is 
possible and that you will experiment with the ideas presented here. That
is the only way you can find out for yourself that what I’m saying here is
worthwhile.

What Is Coaching?

Perhaps one of the most powerful ways of understanding coaching is from
the end. If we know what we are intending to accomplish, we can correct
ourselves as we go along and be able to evaluate our success at the end.
These products are meant to distinguish what we mean about coaching
from other interpretations. We present coaching as more than being an
accountability partner that supports someone in reaching her goals or as
a disciplinarian who changes someone’s unwanted actions. Instead we
claim that coaching occurs in a bigger frame that sometimes includes these
two modalities but goes well beyond that.

The Products of Coaching

Long-Term Excellent Performance

This means that the client meets the high objective standards of the dis-
cipline in which coaching is occurring. Standards are objective when they
can be observed by any competent person. For example, hitting a home
run in baseball is an objective standard, as is a checkmate in chess;
however, we must know something about each game to be able to observe
these outcomes as favorable.

The Foundation for Coaching 3



Self-Correction

Well-coached clients can observe when they are performing well and when
they are not and will make any necessary adjustments independently of
the coach. By keeping this criterion in mind, coaches can avoid the big
temptation of becoming indispensable and, instead, work to build the
competence of their client.

Self-Generation

We can always improve, and well-coached people know this and will con-
tinually find ways on their own to do so. They’ll practice more, or they’ll
watch others perform, or they’ll learn an activity that will strengthen them
in a new way that improves their competence (see Figure 1.1).

Let me give you an example that will illustrate what I’m saying and
will perhaps make these ideas more clear. I coached a man named Bob
at a major oil company in California. Bob was referred to me by my
friend Nancy, who worked as an internal human resources consultant.
He was a competent and well-regarded accountant who traveled to
various sites worldwide and audited drilling operations. But Bob had
greater ambitions. He felt as if he were trapped by his own success, that
management would never let him move on because he was doing such
good work. At least that is what he told me.

As I got to know Bob better I saw that he was missing a whole set of
competencies to move ahead in a large organization with powerful polit-
ical forces at play. Bob’s initial assumption was that by doing good work
he would get noticed and promoted. When this didn’t happen he blamed
management for their shortsightedness and selfishness. This explana-
tion left Bob powerless; there was nothing he could do to change the
thinking of his managers.
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Of course, this is where a coach comes in. A coach is someone who
builds a respectful relationship with a client and then researches the 
situations the client finds himself in, with particular emphasis on the
client’s interpretation of the events. When I did that, I saw that Bob
would be captured in the vicious circle of his thinking until he saw the
situation in a new way, developed new competencies, and created a new
identity for himself in the organization.

I’ll continue to tell you the story of Bob as the book continues, but
for now I want to talk about the products of coaching in terms of this
scenario. For Bob to be a long-term excellent performer, he had to be
known as someone who could deal effectively with the bigger issues
facing executives in the company and not merely skillful dealing with
problems at his level. He had to know how decisions were made and
power was brokered. He needed to learn to build alliances, share con-
cerns, and present himself as executive material.

To be self-correcting, Bob had to be able to alter in midconversation
or midmeeting what he was doing to bring about the outcomes he
intended. He had to learn about his own habits and how they might get
him in trouble, about the subtle communications clues he had been
oblivious to in his environment, and he had to be able to keep learning
without either being too harsh on himself or too lax.

To be self-generating, Bob had to have more than a list of tasks he was
going to accomplish during his coaching program. He had to locate the
resources in himself, in his relationships at work, and in the wider com-
munity that would allow him to continuously improve. He had to
develop the capacity to renew himself, question his premises, let go of
assumptions when they no longer were helpful, and do all this while
maintaining his well-being, family life, and closely held personal values.

Perhaps from this example you can see that coaches have to address
both a short- and a long-term view. Short-term in the sense that they must
support their clients in reaching their goals, but long-term in the sense
that the client will always have more challenges later and must be left com-
petent to deal with these situations as they arise, while simultaneously con-
ducting a fulfilling life.

An Alternative Model of Coaching

The hundreds of times I’ve described the products of coaching in classes
or with individual clients I’ve always had people agree that they were 
terrific, worthwhile, and desirable. After all, who wouldn’t want to leave
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people as long-term excellent performers who were self-correcting and
self-generating? I found that nearly everyone agrees with the products.
Problems arise though, when people attempting to coach work to bring
them about.

The heart of these problems is the assumptions coaches make about
people. When attempting to bring about changes in others, many of us
employ what I call the amoeba theory (see Figure 1.2).

You may recall that amoeba are single-cell protozoa. Perhaps you
studied them in high school biology. It’s easy to change the behavior of an
amoeba. We can either poke it to get it to move away or entice it to move
in the desired direction by giving it sugar. Poking and sugar work very well
for amoebas, who never wake up and say, “Today I will ignore the sugar.”
Day after day they predictably respond to the stimuli presented. All of this
was useful and powerful learning that was brought to the world through
Pavlov, Watson, and Skinner. The only problem, as far as we’re concerned
in this book, is that the amoeba theory becomes management theory. For
the most part, managers and coaches attempt to bring about changes in
others by figuring out how to poke them or give them sugar.

The vast majority of psychologists have abandoned the amoeba theory,
which is more properly called behaviorism, because they made an amazing
discovery: human beings are more complicated than amoebas. It’s unfor-
tunate that many managers and many coaches act as if they haven’t made
a similar discovery. In fact, one of the most well-known coaching books
by Fournies proposes that the only way to coach is to use behaviorism in
its most blunt and stark form.
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I can assure you that using the amoeba theory will never bring about
the products of coaching. Here’s why:

1. Nothing long term can come from the amoeba theory; as soon as the
stimulus ends, the behavior ends.

2. People are more clever than amoebas and we learn to get the reward
without doing the action. Many of us have learned, for example, how
to get top grades in college without really learning much, and orga-
nizations are full of people who have mastered looking good, while
not accomplishing anything of use.

3. The amoeba theory eliminates the possibility of people being self-
correcting because they are merely responding to stimuli and not
correcting according to principles, desired outcomes, or values.

4. The amoeba theory weakens people every time it’s applied because
it habituates people to taking actions only when someone else 
provides the stimulus. This is terrific when we want passive, non-
thinking drones, but deadly when we expect initiative, innovation,
risk-taking, and creativity.

5. The amoeba theory eliminates the chance for people to be self-
generating because their ambition and curiosity are crushed, since
any unauthorized initiatives or unsanctioned relationships are
thwarted. All attention must be on only those actions that lead to the
immediate cessation of the pain or the immediate acquisition of the
reward. The immediate is worshipped. The building of long-term
competence is thwarted.

These reasons could go on and on, and probably you can come up with
plenty of them yourself. Everyone I know resents being manipulated either
overtly or covertly and that is what the amoeba theory is—manipulation.
The amoeba theory is also a theory underlying command-and-control
practices in organizations. Since this theory won’t bring about the prod-
ucts of coaching, and we realize that these products are highly desirable
and probably necessary, it is important to abandon this theory and
embrace something else.

Many people, when confronted with the amoeba theory, can readily see
its limitations and pernicious aspects. Nonetheless, under pressure that’s
what many of us employ. Coaches need a lot of discipline and practice over
an extended amount of time to stay out of the amoeba theory and to
employ instead an alternate theory that makes it more likely that the 
products of coaching will occur (see Figure 1.3).

This alternate theory must be respectful of people, flexible enough to
include the vast differences among people, allow the coach to understand
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the client and design and conduct coaching programs that result in a client
who is a long-term excellent performer who is self-correcting and self-
generating. Simultaneously, the theory must also be a blending of acade-
mic rigor and everyday, commonsense experience. Absent this blending,
any coaching theory will lack the robustness necessary to actively engage
both coach and client.

The theory I’m proposing is drawn from phenomenology, a school of
modern philosophy centered on the way phenomena actually show up in
people’s lives, as distinct from metaphysical schools of philosophy in which
events and experiences are categorized by pre-existing distinctions. By
explaining the theory with some examples I hope to make clear exactly
what I’m saying.

The coach must account for behavior because behavior leads to out-
comes. A coach whose work does not affect outcomes will soon find
himself unemployed. The question then becomes how to account for
behavior. I recommend that we account for behavior by understanding it
as what follows from the way the world is showing up for someone. In
other words, it’s not events, communication, or stimuli that lead to behav-
ior, it is the interpretation an individual gives to the phenomenon that
leads to the actions taken.

To use an example drawn from the work of Perls (1973), imagine that
three people are coming to the same party. The celebration is a typical one
with music, food, drink, and people engaged in conversation. It’s impor-
tant to understand in this example that although the actions of the three
people described are different, it’s not because the environment they are
in is different. Each person finds himself in the middle of a different inter-
pretation of the environment and his actions come from that interpreta-
tion. The first person who comes to the party is an artist who has sold a
work of art to the family hosting the party. What action does this artist
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take? He begins to look for where his art is hung, and he wonders aloud
when he discovers it whether being placed above the toilet is really the best
possible location for his work. The second attendee is an alcoholic. You
can probably easily predict that his first action is to find out where the
alcohol is, and like the first partygoer, everything else—food, people, and
music—fades way into the background. You might need a little more imag-
ination or memory to predict the actions of the third person. He is madly
in love with someone he is meeting at the party. Can you remember being
head-over-heels in love with someone and the moment when you spotted
your beloved? It’s as if time slows down, sounds other than the beloved’s
voice quiet, and the loved one’s presence stands out as if lit by a huge spot-
light. For our third partygoer, everything besides his beloved—the food,
the music, the other people—becomes transparent.

Here is my major point; if this becomes clear for you everything else in
coaching will fall from it. Each person’s actions were fully consistent with
the interpretation he brought, an interpretation that will persist across
time, across events, across circumstances. Our job as coaches will be to
understand the client’s structure of interpretation, then in partnership
alter this structure so that the actions that follow bring about the intended
outcome. As coaches we do this by providing a new language that allows
the client to make new observations. For example, we cannot find char-
treuse unless we have the language for it. We can’t find the brake pedal in
our car unless we have the language of driving. We can’t observe what we’re
feeling if we don’t have the language of emotion. We can’t tell if we are
communicating effectively if we don’t know what to look for.

Providing language that allows for new observations is not sufficient
but it’s surely necessary. The second vital element the coach provides is
practices that allow the language introduced to become permanently part
of the client’s structure of interpretation. No one can learn to drive a car
simply by learning the language of automobiles and traffic laws. After
learning that language we must get behind the wheel, spending many
hours practicing driving. It’s only by this continual, focused, intentional
practice that we become competent drivers. Practicing without knowing
the language may leave us able to drive, but we will be powerless when
breakdowns occur or when we have to coordinate our driving with other
people, say at a crowded urban intersection.

To connect the importance of language and practice to the products of
coaching, language is what allows the client to be self-correcting and self-
generating, and it’s practice that makes it possible for the client to be a
long-term excellent performer.
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Maybe it has occurred to you while you read this why it is that many
interventions we attempt to improve the competence of others fail. Either
we simply attempt to employ the amoeba theory by judicially applying
rewards and punishments, or we provide language inadequate or inap-
propriate for new observations to be made. Or we don’t know how to
design practices so that the learning can become permanently a part of
our client. The remainder of this book is an explanation and demonstra-
tion about how to do all of this.

Operating Principles of Coaching

Interventions in competence to improve the actions of others can be called
coaching when they adhere to these five principles (see Figure 1.4). You
can use these five principles as a way to design your coaching or correct it
when it’s not working.
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Relationship is the first principle and the most important one. We will
speak about the coaching relationship in detail later in the book. So let me
say here simply that the relationship is the background for all coaching
efforts. The relationship must be one in which there is mutual respect,
trust, and mutual freedom of expression.

The second principle is that coaching must be pragmatic. Pragmatism
is America’s contribution to philosophy. Its central tenet is that what’s
“true” is what works. Practical outcomes replace theoretical constructs.
Coaching is not a collection of techniques to apply or dogma to adhere to,
rather it’s a discipline that requires freshness, innovation, and relentless
correction according to the outcomes being produced. In other words, it’s
invalid for a coach to say, “I did everything right, but the coaching didn’t
work.” My view is that a coach who makes that statement wasn’t correct-
ing as he went along, and instead followed a rote routine that may have
worked before.

The rigor of pragmatism requires that as coaches we continually undo
our conclusions, and face each coaching situation with a willingness to
learn anew and find out that what we learned last time does not apply now.

Coaching is a learning experience for both coach and client. I refer to
that in the principle called “two tracks.” Track one is work coaches do with
clients. Track two is the ongoing work coaches must do with themselves.
Unless we question our assumptions, abandon our techniques, and vigi-
lantly correct from the outcomes we’re producing, we will soon fail as
coaches.

Often coaching fails because of the blindness, prejudice, stubbornness,
or rigidity of the coach and not because of the “uncoachability” of the
client. Many life situations, such as managing in large organizations, teach-
ing, or parenting, do not provide us with the luxury of selecting who we
will coach. Coaches in sports have the chance to cut players from the team
or bring new people aboard, and it’s unfortunate in a way that the word
used to describe the activities of someone working to have a team or indi-
vidual succeed in sports is the same term we’re using to describe the efforts
of someone dedicated to the excellence of someone else.

Nonetheless, we continue to use the word coaching even though it may
for some readers bring to mind what is done in sports. I hope that as you
read through this book the distinctions between sports coaching and
coaching to evoke excellence in others will become more and more clear.

Many times the antics, pressure, and force of athletic coaches are held
up as models for what coaches in organizations, schools, and families
ought to be doing. These situations are vastly different. But you will be on
safe ground if you follow the premise of coaching as presented earlier and
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the five principles in this section. These notions have been developed by
both academic research and practical application over many years in the
world of organizations, schools, and families.

Athletic coaches rarely take the stance that they can learn something
from their players, and perhaps that makes sense given the situation they’re
in, but I assure you that as coaches elsewhere in life, we must keep our-
selves learning as an integral part of our coaching. Central to this learn-
ing is engaging ourselves continually in asking how we might be getting
in the way of the coaching’s success. A later chapter in the book will 
recommend ways to develop the skills and qualities necessary to coach.

The fourth principle is that clients are always and already in the middle
of their lives. When coaching adults, our interventions must always fit in
with their structure of interpretation. They are already in the middle of
their lives and always have views, commitments, possibilities, and con-
cerns. Five-year-olds who come to school don’t brush off the teachers by
saying, “I don’t need to learn how to write the alphabet, I already have my
own method.” But when coaching adults we must recognize that it’s likely
that the clients already have their own way of doing things, and given the
stability and momentum of habit, our coaching has to be adapted to fit
individuals.

That techniques don’t work is the final principle. When I say techniques
don’t work, I mean to bring about two outcomes. The first is to challenge
the routinized, mechanical way we may be doing coaching, and the second
is to warn that clients quickly catch on when techniques are being used on
them and react with resentment. This happens, for example, when the boss
returns from the latest training class and begins to apply the techniques
she learned there. Usually people wait for this surge in enthusiasm to die
off, and in the meantime shield themselves from the effects of any new
procedures.

Perhaps it would be more fair to say that using only techniques won’t
work, since there are probably fundamental techniques that each coach has
to use. The difficulty in using techniques, besides what I’ve already said, is
that the coach has to know when to use what technique, even proven ones.
It is also dangerous for coaches to imagine that the use of any technique,
however powerful, will allow them to escape engaging fully with the client
with openness, courage, and curiosity. Techniques cannot replace human
heart and creativity in coaching.

It’s my premise that coaching is a principle-shaped ontological stance
and not a series of techniques. By that I mean that I consider any activity
to be coaching when the ontological stance is as described earlier in the
chapter, or is the equivalent; the listed operating principles are in force;
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and the intended outcomes are long-term excellence, the competence to
self-correct, and the competence to self-generate. Beyond that the coach is
free to create any form for the work. This book is meant to be an example
of a particular form that can be used and that has proven to be effective.
It’s not intended to be “the answer” to every coaching situation. I expect
that other coaches will create their own forms and I look forward to learn-
ing from them.

Suggested Reading

The list below is the longest for any chapter. That’s because, similar to 
the chapter, the foundation of coaching can be found in these volumes. If
you haven’t read philosophy before, perhaps the Passion of the Western
Mind by Richard Tarnas can give you a friendly introduction to the
domain.

If you’re interested in reading only a few books, I suggest the following
in this order:

1. Being-in-the-World, Hubert Dreyfus
2. Understanding Computers and Cognition, Fernando Flores and Terry

Winograd
3. The Tree of Knowledge, Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela

All of the books, however, are worth your time and effort.

Barrett, William. The Illusion of Technique. Garden City, NY: Anchor
Press/Doubleday, 1979.

A slice through the modern history of philosophy focusing on the topic
of the title. Well written. Terrific orientation for coaches.

Becker, Ernest. The Denial of Death. New York: Free Press, 1973.
A book that, with its title alone, defines our postmodern culture.

An anthropologist uses the insight of depth psychology (especially 
Rank) to show us the source of our suffering/confusion and a way
beyond it.

Boss, Medard. Existential Foundations of Medicine and Psychology. New
York: Jason Aronson, Inc., 1983.

Provides a model that considers physical, emotional, mental, and
ontological factors that are always occurring simultaneously and con-
tribute to or diminish our health.
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——. Psychoanalysis and Daseinanalysis. New York: Da Capo Press, 1982.
The author was analyzed by Freud, was a neighbor of Jung, and was

a long-term friend and student of Heidegger. He presents an alterna-
tive to psychoanalysis that can be called daseinanalysis. He shows its
power with several amazing examples. Very useful as an entry to a new
understanding of people.

Dreyfus, Hubert L. Being-in-the-World. Cambridge: MIT Press, 1991.
An explanation of Being and Time, written by a top professor who’s

been studying and teaching Heidegger for decades. The book has charts,
summaries, and good examples. Sometimes you didn’t understand 
Heidegger (you’ll learn in the text) because he was unclear or self-
contradictory himself.

——, and Paul Rabinow. Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and
Hermeneutics. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982.

Even if you don’t understand the title, the book is worth reading.
When you read it you’ll understand the title, and you’ll be introduced
to how and why Foucault wrote scathing critiques of modern cultural
practices that determine our reality.

Flores, Fernando, and Terry Winograd. Understanding Computers and 
Cognition. Norwood, NJ: Ablex Publishing Corporation, 1986.

The authors combine (in a rigorous and concise style) many semi-
nal ideas of twentieth-century thought (from Heidegger, Maturana,
Habermas, etc.) into their own creative synthesis of what it is to be,
speak, and work as a human being. Especially useful for people looking
for a practical application of powerful principles. In that, Flores and
Winograd are unsurpassed.

Fromm, Erich. To Have or to Be? New York: Harper & Row, 1976.
The way we respond to the title determines if our lives will be 

dedicated to greed or to the fulfillment of our natures. A powerful work
by a profound, compassionate philosopher and therapist.

Grossmann, Reinhardt. Phenomenology and Existentialism. Boston:
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1984.

A solid introductory text to these two philosophical schools 
which, along with pragmatism, underlie the theory and practice of
coaching.
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Heidegger, Martin. Being and Time. Translated by John Macquarrie and
Edward Robinson. New York: Harper & Row, 1962.

A very challenging book that turned philosophy away from idealism
and positivism by showing the way we actually live. Along with prag-
matism, Heidegger’s work provides the philosophical foundations for
coaching.

Hillman, James. Suicide and the Soul. Dallas, TX: Spring Publications, Inc.,
1964.

Don’t let the title deter you. Hillman penetrates to the essential issues
in being human in our times.

Ihde, Don. Experimental Phenomenology. Albany, NY: State University of
New York Press, 1986.

An introductory text that gives the reader a chance to experience 
phenomenology by doing a series of fascinating exercises.

Iyengar, B. K. S. Light on Yoga. New York: Schocken Books, Inc., 1966.
A liberally illustrated encyclopedia of yoga postures (asanas) 

written and demonstrated by an influential contemporary teacher.
The author’s introductory essay on yoga is considered a classic in 
itself.

James, William. Pragmatism. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1963.
In a style that lays out the ideas openly and boldly, James presents

the basic notions of a philosophy that suits coaching perfectly.

——. The Will to Believe. New York: Dover Publications, 1956.
James’s book is so well written, clear, and accessible, you may wonder

why all philosophy isn’t so available. He wrote and spoke for the non-
philosopher and brought pragmatism to a wide audience.

Kierkegaard, Søren. The Present Age. New York: Harper & Row, 1962.
A short book that takes unerring aim at the shallowness and root-

lessness of our modern culture.

Kockelmans, Joseph J. On the Truth of Being. Bloomington, IN: Indiana
University Press, 1984.

An exploration of Heidegger’s ontological notions emphasizing the
ramifications they have on what counts as truth. An esoteric subject 
that strikes at the root of positivism.
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Levine, Stephen. Who Dies? New York: Anchor Books/Doubleday, 1982.
The author has been with thousands of people as they died or 

dealt with the death of a loved one. Profoundly compassionate and
unwavering in its insistence that we come to terms with mortality 
and live accordingly.

Lowen, Alexander, M.D. Betrayal of the Body. New York: Macmillan 
Publishing Company, 1969.

Accessible book (along with the following two books) for a lay reader
in which the author presents the theoretical basis for his work and 
recommendations for its applicability.

——. Bioenergetics. New York: Penguin Books, 1975.

——. The Language of the Body. New York: Macmillan Publishing
Company, 1971. (Originally published as Physical Dynamics of
Character Structure, Grune and Stratton, Inc., 1958.)

Maturana, Humberto R., and Francisco J. Varela. The Tree of Knowledge.
Boston: Shambhala Publications, 1987.

A rigorous, scientific presentation of the biological roots of human
consciousness. Convincingly shows the interaction of the biological,
social, and linguistic. Founds coaching in the bedrock of fundamental
biology. Unravels many of the pseudoproblems of skepticism and other
philosophical schools. Changes you as you read it.

Morgan, Gareth, ed. Beyond Method. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage Publications,
1983.

It’s all very well to say that techniques don’t work, but what’s the
alternative? This book is a collection of essays by managers and 
academics who have found ways to work successfully in complex 
environments. Rigorous, useful, and human.

Needleman, Jacob. The Heart of Philosophy. New York: Alfred A. Knopf,
Inc., 1982; reprint, San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1986.

A powerful antidote for those of us who became glazed and dis-
gruntled in Philosophy 101. Shows that it is questioning that keeps 
us alive and fully human.

Palmer, Richard E. Hermeneutics. Evanston, IL: Northwestern University
Press, 1969.
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An introductory text to one of the important philosophical move-
ments of the twentieth century. The premise that human reality is
always historically shaped interpretation is vital to coaches.

Perls, Fritz. The Gestalt Approach and Eye Witness to Therapy. Berkeley, CA:
Science & Behavior Books, 1973.

The great therapist’s last attempt to make his work clear and acces-
sible. Full of profound wisdom practically applied.

Rolf, Ida P. Rolfing. Santa Monica, CA: Dennis-Landman Publisher, 1977.
The author discusses her powerful process for self-development

through working to free up and realign the body. Many photographs and
beautiful anatomical drawings, and a text that explains the principles
and benefits of the process.

Rorty, Richard. Consequences of Pragmatism. Minneapolis, MN: University
of Minnesota Press, 1982.

Provides a philosophical foundation for designing, conducting, and
correcting coaching programs. Rorty’s style is lively, thought-provoking,
and lucid.

Ryle, Gilbert. The Concept of Mind. Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1949.

A classic text that demystifies a deeply rooted cultural myth—that
there exists a mind separate from the functionality it displays. A mon-
ument to light, to logical argumentation, and to observation-based
assessment.

Searle, John R. Minds, Brains and Science. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1984.

A series of talks meant to untangle many long-standing philosophi-
cal dilemmas. Useful as a model for rigor and insistence.

Tarnas, Richard. The Passion of the Western Mind. New York: Random
House, 1991.

A beautifully written history of Western thought from the pre-
Socratics to the 1990s. Includes a useful timeline of major events and
an extensive bibliography. Near the end, the author steps out of
his role as dispassionate commentator and recommends a way to 
confront the current dilemmas of thought and morality.
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Taylor, Charles. Human Agency and Language: Philosophical Papers I.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985.

Provides a clear, well-written argument against reductionistic 
tendencies, and presents practical alternatives in understanding 
people.

——. Sources of the Self. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989.
A tour-de-force historical review of how our modern Western views

evolved through political and philosophical discourse.

Vail, L. M. Heidegger and Ontological Difference. University Park, PA:
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1972.

A rigorous presentation of one of Heidegger’s most problematic ideas.
By following the argument, the reader will acquire a deep appreciation
of what it is to be human.

Wilber, Ken. A Brief History of Everything. Boston, MA: Shambhala Publi-
cations, 1996.

A tongue-in-cheek title for a shorter presentation of Wilber’s central
principles. Thought provoking. Many angles, distinctions, views that
can shift our world view.

——. Sex, Ecology, Spirituality. Boston, MA: Shambhala Publications,
1995.

A title that covers all bases. A long, deep, generous book that pas-
sionately argues for a unified view of human development, spirituality,
biologically, socially, economically (and many other ways). A huge gift
to the world. Amazing breadth. Astounding reference.

Wilson, William Julius. The Truly Disadvantaged. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1987.

A book that will forever change your understanding of the roots of
poverty and class in the United States. Required background for under-
standing the world of today’s U.S. citizen.

Wittgenstein, Ludwig. Philosophical Investigations. Oxford: Basil Blackwell,
1953.

A book seldom matched for clarity and cohesion. Precise and elegant.
Lays out the insights of Wittgenstein’s later work. The basis for a highly
original and powerful view of language.
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Yalom, Irvin D. Existential Psychotherapy. New York: Basic Books,
Inc./HarperCollins, 1980.

The classic introductory text. Cogent and clear in its discussion of
the ultimately unavoidable human issues—death, loneliness, mean-
inglessness—and the huge suffering that occurs when we try to avoid
them.
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“Remember that existence consists solely in its possibility for relationships.”

—M B

What Is a Human Being?

The heart of my coaching with Bob could be summarized by the quote
that opens this chapter. He had to develop new relationships in order to
be promoted. The first relationship that had to be addressed was, of
course, Bob’s relationship with himself. He had to discover the degree of
congruence between the relationship he was having with himself and
the relationship others were having with him at work. Lack of congru-
ence here would lead him either to feelings of grandiosity in which he

This chapter takes on topics that are foundational to coaching yet are
almost always ignored in other texts. I’m attempting to concisely present
what can be philosophically said about people in a way that’s useful for
coaching and for understanding ourselves. My point is to show you a
deep grounded view of human life without reference to psychology.
Although psychology may be familiar territory for many of us, its appli-
cation to coaching has several drawbacks. First, psychological methods
may require personal disclosure beyond what the client is willing to do,
and they are too subject to trivialization and clichés. My alternative,
based in twentieth-century philosophy, takes work because it’s new to
many of us but it will, I trust, serve you well as you coach.



felt superior to everyone and beyond the power of their opinion to affect
him, or to feelings that he was inept and unworthy and that anything
positive said to him was just people trying to be nice. Clearly, either pos-
sibility would not lead to what we were intending in Bob’s coaching.

Besides the relationship with himself, Bob also had to address his
relationship with the people who worked around him, especially those
who had a say about his promotion. By attending to these relationships,
I don’t mean creating a nice warm feeling; rather I mean he had to deeply
comprehend the individuals involved, and from that form a profound
trust that would almost inevitably lead to his promotion.

In order to understand people, we must begin with some parameters
about what a person is. What are we hoping to understand when we say
we are trying to do that? Coaching almost always includes an uncoiling
and a reconstruction of the client’s notions about being human. In this
chapter we begin to take on these topics.

Coaches live in a very different world than other people who are
working on improving situations. For example, an auto mechanic who
works on Volvos really does not have to be concerned with the individu-
ality of a car that shows up at his garage. Knowing that it will be a 1993
850 Turbo with 37,000 miles is all he really needs to know. Of course,
working with human beings is much different. There is not even agree-
ment about what does show up to be coached. Should coaches consider
their potential clients to be biocomputers that they need to program, or
are they stimulus–response machines that merely need the correct stimu-
lus? Or are they products of historical, political, and economic courses? Or
maybe they are a single unit from a complex familial system, or creatures
of their own emotional history. If coaches cannot answer the question of
what kind of being is showing up to be coached, I wonder how they can
prepare themselves. How could the Volvo mechanic in our example
prepare if he did not know whether what was going to arrive was a giant
clam or a redwood tree or a Trinitron television? That is why it is impor-
tant to take on the topic of this chapter and make explicit what under-
standing of human beings is at the basis of our work.

This chapter takes on topics that other texts may not bring up. From
my reading it seems that other authors assume that we share a common
understanding of these topics or that they’re not worth discussing. My
view is that we have to have an explicit theory about human beings since
they are the focus, center, and subject of coaching. It’s as if we are attempt-
ing to build an edifice without understanding the tensile strength of the
steel employed or the insulating properties of the roofing material. Prob-
ably we would not place much faith in an architect or building contractor
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who could not give us the facts about the materials he was working with.
It seems to me that there is an exactly parallel situation in coaching. We
must understand the essential constitutive particulars of human beings
before we can begin to coach. What I’m presenting here is firmly rooted
in academic and philosophical traditions and has been proven to be prac-
tically useful in application over the last dozen years. The academic refer-
ences appear at the end of this chapter. This chapter closely follows the
work of Medard Boss’s Existential Foundations of Medicine and Psychology
(1983).

The criteria in coaching have been stated several times and I will briefly
summarize them here. The answer must be one that allows for people to
change, to become more competent, and to become excellent at perfor-
mance. Any explanation that doesn’t allow for this is by definition
excluded, for example, notions that people are fully and finally determined
by genetic makeup or by early social influences. Since these notions would
make coaching impossible, they are to be rejected out of hand.

The Truth

The American pragmatists James and Dewey have already done a good 
job of this, as did Rorty in his book Consequences of Pragmatism (1982).
My presentation closely follows Rorty. To summarize briefly, people have
tried for 3,000 years or so in the West and no one has come up with a uni-
versally accepted notion of what is “true.” For those of you who think
science has, I refer you to the work of Karl Popper. How could one tell if
what one had discovered was true unless one already had an idea of
what one was looking for and the criteria for verification? This is a very 
abbreviated and simplified version of one of Heidegger’s arguments
around the issue.

Another difficulty is that the (supposed) answers that have been pre-
sented throughout history have so very often increased human suffering,
for example, Christian vs. Moslem in the Crusades, the Church vs. heretics
in the Inquisition, capitalism vs. communism in the Cold War. It seems
through observation that there is no formula, process, procedure, author-
ity, or leader that can wholly solve human concerns or ensure positive out-
comes. No doubt you’ve noticed this. Yet we keep looking for it and despair
that we haven’t found it, or alternately envy those who supposedly have
found it.

How then are we to determine what to do or how to live? My recom-
mendation is that we determine the worth of something based upon its
power to alleviate human concern, lessen human suffering, improve how
we live together, and free people to take action. When I say human concern
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and human suffering, this is a shorthand way of saying the concerns that
are part of living with and within all the living systems on the planet. Even
if we came to a consensus that this is how to determine the worth of some-
thing, it still would take a lot of open, respectful conversation in order to
determine in each case the course of action to take. With all that as a back-
ground, the criteria for answering the question “What is a human being?”
in coaching will perhaps make more sense.

As coaches, then, we don’t have to deal with “The Truth,” we can deal
with ways of speaking that fulfill the project of coaching. What follows is
a way of speaking about human beings that takes all of this into account.
The job is not so much to talk about how human beings become what we
are, but to be able to speak about how we are now in a way that allows for
coaching to occur. The ideas presented are not in order of importance.
Human beings are a whole, and no part is dispensable without changing
the whole. It’s not possible, though, to say everything at once, so while you
read this I suggest that you keep the whole in mind. The quote that began
this chapter is the shortest summary of the ideas that follow.

Human Beings as the Possibility for Relating

This section is meant to present an alternative to the usual way we think
of people—as a means to an end and/or a collection of fixed properties
with desire attached. It’s also my suggestion on how a coach can think
about relating to human beings. The mistakes in other books about coach-
ing originate here. The authors don’t explain what they understand a
person to be and completely ignore our biological aspects. What are the
consequences of this for coaching? Here are some: the more fundamental
the distinctions we address, the more radical, creative, and transforming
can be the actions we take or design. For example, if we understand how
the eye, pigment, and light come together in our seeing of a painting, then
we can take quite different actions than if we only understand how to select
a frame to fit a particular room. We can go further and question, “What
is painting?” and “What is art?” The works of DuChamp, Neuman, Pollack,
Picasso, and so on follow such questions. This leads to different possible
actions and designs than asking, “How can I paint the face of my patron
on the body of St. Jerome in this painting?” See much of the art in Euro-
pean museums for endless examples of what follows from this type of
questioning. In your coaching, are you merely putting a frame on what’s
been presented to you, having your clients fit in or find a place where they
won’t disturb many people? Or are you asking and then acting/designing
from fundamental principles?
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Another way to approach the question “What is a human being?” is to
decide if it is an ontological or epistemological issue. That is to say, are
humans a being like any other in the world, differentiated from chairs,
stars, or frogs only by properties such as chemical makeup, weight, height,
and so on that constitute each? Or do humans exist in a way unique to
them—a way that cannot be comprehended by a listing of properties,
however long the list? Can a listing of properties add up to human exis-
tence and account for all that is experienced and created by human beings?
Along with Heidegger and many others, I’ve decided that humans exist in
a different way from other phenomena. This section sets forth an onto-
logical view of people that, it seems to me, captures more of our human
experience and opens up more possibilities for coaching. Perhaps you
come down on the other side and consider the question an epistemologi-
cal one (e.g., humans are like chairs except that they have X property). Are
you confident of your list of properties? Where did it come from? What
consequences will result from considering others and yourself in this way?
Who gets to add or subtract from the list of properties? And what conse-
quences does that have ethically and politically?

If you’re asking where is the empirical research to verify all of this, the
answer is that there is none. The more profound questions are perhaps
“Why do you claim that empirical research, based upon the formulations
of Bacon, Descartes, and Newton, has something useful to say about the
individual human being in front of you?” and “Are humans the kind of
being that follows the laws of science, developed by studying objects?” If
we look at people as subject to the same laws as objects, what do we see?
Does what we see further or inhibit coaching? Can we escape by using
empirical methods, building a relationship, and knowing our client well?
I say no, although some U.S. physicians have tried. Can we learn about
general patterns of orientation, stages of maturation, and generalized
symptoms of distress by systematically studying large numbers of people?
I say we can. What have you discovered?

Human beings enter into relationships with everything that we
encounter. We don’t have a choice about this. Any phenomenon that we
meet in our world appears to us as “something.” We relate immediately
with this something. We prereflexively interact with the phenomenon,
even if the way we interact is to ignore it. All this is said in a different way
in the next section on language. What I’m attempting to say here is that
our capacity for relating is a constitutive part to the kind of being that we
are. Clearly, some of us are more open than others and some people have
been so physically or emotionally damaged that the capacity for relating
is nearly extinct. We do consider these people to be human beings,
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however, and many times we continue to speak with them as if their capac-
ity to relate is undiminished. Once someone’s capacity to be open is fully
diminished, we often call this person a “vegetable.” This way of being with
other humans is our way of showing our understanding of what a human
being is. Probably what we are most open to is being with other human
beings. In fact, it’s probably impossible for there to be any such phenom-
enon as a single human being; that is to say, that it’s only by being raised
in a human community that we become human beings. The many stories
in literature about babies being raised by wolves or monkeys attest to this.

Each of us, having been raised in a human community, is by two years
of age already a member of the language community. We already are able
to make distinctions that separate something from everything else. We can
do this before we are able to speak. This relating with language, once it
begins, is always with us; even our thoughts are part of the horizon of
possibilities that language provides for us. As a member of the language
community, we also learn how to relate to other human beings, what’s
important, and how to act.

Language and Time

Once we are in the language community, we are also immediately in time.
It’s always the case that we are fulfilling what was begun in the past by
taking action in the present to bring about an outcome in the future. In a
way, this may be unique to human beings; we exist simultaneously in these
three openings in time. Perhaps you’ve noticed that different cultures seem
to emphasize different openings: in some cases, the emphasis is on tradi-
tion, in other cases, the emphasis is on the progress that is a valued part
of the future. Each of us in our own way exists more in one of these open-
ings than the others. But once we speak a language that has the possibil-
ity of past, present, and future, we cannot escape existing in some way in
all three openings.

This may seem like an obvious point, but it’s a vital one in coaching,
because a coach is never able to begin coaching at the real beginning. The
coach always begins in the middle. And the outcomes specified in any
coaching program are, in some sense, arbitrary, because once something
begins it always exists in some form. As human beings, we will always relate
to something once we have encountered it.

Language is also what allows us to move through these openings in 
time, emphasizing one opening at one moment and another at another
moment, but still including other people in our world. Including others is
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a funny way of saying it, because our world is never void of other people,
even when they’re not physically present. The effect of our relationships
always shapes the way we see our world and the actions we take. Anyone
who has traveled or been separated from his family knows that physical
distance does not necessarily diminish the presence of people who are
always close to us. This capacity for being close to human beings and other
phenomena, regardless of physical distance, is also important for coaches
to remember in learning to understand clients.

Mood

At any given moment, we are not only open, we are open in a particular
way. The way that we are open is called mood. For most of us, mood means
something like the emotion a person is feeling. I mean something that
includes this, but also goes beyond. Mood describes what we are open to
encountering, our view of the future, and the distance we put between our-
selves and the other people, events, and circumstances in our life. We can
see this most readily, for example, when people are “in love,” probably one
of the most intoxicating moods. A person who is in love is close to his
beloved even when in the midst of other activities, at a great distance from
the beloved, or in a crowd of other people. A mood of resentment is, in a
way, the opposite, because it keeps at a distance everything we encounter,
even when it is in close physical proximity.

Perhaps the most important element of any coaching program is the
extent to which the program affects the mood of the client. Initially, of
course, the coach must find a way of speaking to the client so that she is
open to coaching. In order to accomplish this, the coach has to take into
account the mood of the client—that is, to discern what the client is open
to, what she is closed to, what the client is holding close, and what she is
keeping at a distance. Studying the circumstances will not tell us this; we
can only tell this by studying the client and speaking with the client.

The Human Body

We have not yet spoken about the most obvious component of human
beings, and that is that every human being has a human body. I’ve been
assuming in all this discussion that a person has a body that functions well
enough so that he is able to interact with the phenomena that he encoun-
ters with the full range of human possibilities. A body must have an intact
nervous system in order for this to happen. As Helen Keller, Stephen
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Hawking, and Christy Brown have shown us, with a nervous system intact,
almost all other human activities are possible in some way.

Our body, though, is not only a collection of chemicals arranged into a
sophisticated system. Our body is also the way we are in the world, and
our body will at each moment tell us how open or closed we are and what
is the real nature of our concern. Sometimes we try to deny this or ignore
it, as when we are meeting someone who is very important to us and our
body is responding with a racing heart, while we are pretending to be cool
or distant. At other times, our body will be tired and heavy in a way that
we cannot explain at first, but upon reflection we discover that we have
lost touch with someone important to us or have lost out on a chance to
make something important to us happen.

Our body doesn’t, in a sense, end at the end of our skin, because, as I
said earlier, what is close to us is not necessarily what is next to us physi-
cally. So our body extends to wherever and to whenever our concern exists.
If you’ve ever been with a homesick child or someone who is missing 
his beloved, you will have noticed the effect this has on his body.
Physicians who attempt to cure people as if their bodies were only collec-
tions of bones, muscles, and chemicals often have a very difficult time
healing them. You may have noticed this in your own experience with
doctors, when it seems as if they are speaking about your body or a 
part of your body as if it were a separate and distinct object existing outside
of your life. No real healing can occur in this way of understanding the
body.

Many therapeutic modalities have focused on the human body as a
locus of transformation. Here is a representative listing. Hatha yoga is the
most ancient of these (Iyengar, 1966). Postures and breathing exercises
have brought strength, balance, and serenity to practitioners for centuries.
Yoga can frequently be a useful adjunct to coaching programs, especially
for clients who are experientially distant from their body and emotions.
The work of William Reich was directed at including the body as both a
symbolic representation and container of neurotic patterns. Alexander
Lowen brought Reich’s work to a wider, nonprofessional audience through
his writing and teaching (see Bibliography). Ida Rolf established a school
of bodyworkers who assist clients to greater physical and emotional ease
through a series of sessions in which the body is realigned in gravity and
patterns of chronic holding are released. A coach’s familiarity with these
and other methods will be of great assistance in designing coaching pro-
grams that can include referring a client to the appropriate practitioners.
Reading the texts cited will give the coach a better idea of when such a
referral makes sense.
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Death

Clearly, this discussion could go on and on. However, there is only one
more topic that I will address at this point, and that is our relationship
with death. Once we find out about death, which we usually do within the
first five years of our life, we always thereafter have a relationship with
death. Death is the certain ending of the form of relationships we have
now. None of us escape, although many of us live as if we will. In fact,
many of us lead lives designed to keep us distracted from death. Even our
customs of dealing with dead people—for example, putting makeup and
new clothing on dead bodies so that they look alive, and sending people
to the hospital to die—are ways of attempting to deny, avoid, or keep dis-
tracted from this inevitable outcome.

The point in honestly confronting death is not that we become
depressed or resigned, rather it’s only in such an authentic encounter that
we have a chance to really prioritize life. It’s only in looking at our lives
from the end that we can begin to determine what’s really important for
us and what is only distraction or waste. The sooner we begin to see life
in this light, the better, because at the end of your life it will be too late.
There is probably nothing more painful than being with people as they
experience remorse, guilt, and regret at the end of their lives because of
what they did not fulfill as they encountered it. The illusions that we will
“get to it later,” or that we’re “only doing this for a brief time,” or our
various other distraction strategies keep us from fulfilling the relationships
that present themselves to us in our world.

As I said in the beginning, it’s only by taking all of this as a whole that
my response to the chapter’s question can be made sensible. All of what I
have said above are fundamental aspects of what it is to be a human being;
none of them can be excluded. By keeping all of this in mind, we are able
to successfully coach people and work with them beyond the short-term
fix or the clever technique.

As you read this you may have caught on to the fact that asking the
question “What is a human being?” is equivalent to asking the question
“Who am I?” In what ways are you open to what is being said here? In
what ways are you open to life? By asking these questions, we can keep
ourselves awake as coaches and can avoid the hindrances to coaching that
were spoken about in the section “What Is Coaching?”

In applying what has been said in this chapter to Bob’s situation, there
are several preliminary points. First of all, he had to embrace a prag-
matic approach to his situation, which implied that he had to let go 
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of his perfectionist tendencies that led to his dismissing others and 
denigrating himself. Second, he had to catch on to and live from the
notion that the principles of relating were going to determine what was
possible at his job. Third, by remembering his own mortality, Bob could
bring some perspective to his work so that issues could take on their
proper level of importance.

Of course, it is one thing to list these aspects and it is quite another
matter to live from them in a moment-to-moment, day-to-day, year-to-
year way. That’s where coaching comes in and that is its job. The next
section of the book presents some of the distinctions that Bob used in
order to get to work on some of the insights he was having from our con-
versations about relationship. The topics are presented here in a more rig-
orous way than I did in speaking with Bob, so that you can adapt them to
your own individual circumstances.

Language, Observation, and Assessment

Language

Given that some of the best philosophical minds of the twentieth
century—Heidegger, Wittgenstein, Habermas, Gadamer, and Searle
among others—have written extensively about language and have not pro-
duced a consensus among their readers, it may sound presumptuous for
me to address the same topic. Nonetheless, language is an essential part of
coaching and, in fact, it could be said that the essential job of the coach 
is to provide a new language for the client. Consequently, I will attempt
here to provide enough background about what I mean when I say “lan-
guage” to both make it easier for you to coach and to allow you to make
greater sense of what follows.

Many people consider language to be a tool that they use in order to get
things done. This seems to me to be too narrow an understanding of lan-
guage. Isn’t it language, existing before any of us, that provides what it is
possible to do, what is worth doing, how we can observe whether we 
did something, and so on? So, along with Heidegger, I would say that lan-
guage uses us, in the sense that language provides for us the horizon of pos-
sible actions, experiences, relationships, and meanings. Those of you who
speak languages other than English know that each language provides all
of these possibilities in a way that is unique to that language. By thinking
about this for a while, you may be able to see the importance of language
in coaching: if language provides the horizons described above, then the
biggest new possibility that a coach can provide for a client is in language.
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Many times when people think about language,they only consider public,
verbal communication. Clearly this is only half of the story, since speaking
without listening is not only nonsensical but also impossible, because even 
as speakers we are always listening. Many of the points that I’m making here
may raise objections; however, if you will stop and study your own relation-
ship with language for a while within the distinctions we’ve already made,no
doubt you will observe what I have been speaking about.

Since this is not a book about the philosophy of language, I want to
narrow the focus and make a few particular points about language and
coaching. Language is an orientation to our common world. Watch how
mothers interact with their infant children. They name many of the objects
and people that the child is close to and, by nearly endless repetition and
the maturation of the child’s nervous system, eventually the child is ori-
ented to the world that is made by the language the mother speaks. The
same thing happens to us as adults when we visit a foreign country or take
a job in an industry that is unfamiliar to us. We become oriented, that is,
we become able to act effectively within that country or industry, when we
learn the language particular to that place. In addition, language is what
allows us to coordinate our actions with others. I don’t know how it would
be possible to meet someone for lunch at a particular place at a particu-
lar time unless we were able to make requests or promises. This is so per-
vasive in our everyday life that many times we forget that our competence
in coordinating actions essentially has to do with our competence in
speaking and listening.

The authors mentioned earlier do not even agree on a definition of lan-
guage—many of them would claim that there is no possibility of a defin-
ition, or of defining any single word. What then are we talking about when
we say “language”? Martin Heidegger (1971) said that the best he could do
was point to a path that might be the way to language. Searle (1969) works
hard to take the mystery out, but does he work deep enough to adequately
address Heidegger? Many professional philosophers say no (Kockelmans,
1972). Others claim that his views are useless and irrelevant.

What can the nonprofessional philosopher make of all this and why
should we care? Well, it seems to me that Wittgenstein (1953) got it right
when he said that language exists as a type of game that exists and makes
sense only in the context of the world created by speakers of the language.
This seems self-evident to me. French speakers, for example, construct and
inhabit a world that I cannot enter until I speak French. The worlds of
science, computers, and mathematics are similarly constructed by speak-
ers of particular languages. If you accept what I’m proposing here, then
much can follow in terms of being a student of language as a way to com-
prehend and design our world. In terms of coaching, here are some ques-
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tions that a student of language might ask: “What is revealed or concealed
to my client in the language she speaks?”“What possibilities or experiences
are unavailable to my client in the language world he lives in, and what
can I do about that?” Coaches only speak to clients. Even when a coach is
silently demonstrating an action, she is making distinctions that are only
possible because of the shared language world of client and coach. Imagine
a piano teacher demonstrating an intricate fingering pattern in the air to
an eager, experienced student. The student can observe the patterns and
progressions and perhaps even hear the music, because she is a speaker of
musical language. A nonspeaker of musical language might observe the
same finger movements and see them as imaginary keys being struck on
a typewriter, and try to figure out what words are being spelled, or as an
unusually complicated way to dry nails wet with polish.

Upon reflection, it seems impossible to escape the conclusion that we
observe in and only because of language. Provide new language, plus the
chance by practice to have the language become part of us, and new obser-
vations, new actions, and a new world will inevitably follow. That’s the
importance of language to coaching.

Two other aspects of language are essential for coaching. First is that
language allows us to design our world. Yes, it’s a fact that each of us is
born at a particular historical moment into a particular culture and family.
At the same time it is possible for us to not only bring a different meaning
to the circumstances into which we were born but also to bring about a
different set of activities, relationships, and outcomes by our capacity to
skillfully deal with language.

This is the key to dealing with a sense of powerlessness in both personal
and political realms. For example, probably the best way to coach someone
who is in a mood of resentment is to teach him how to make effective
requests. A corollary is that, in language, we can establish a public identity
that may be different from the one that accrues to us from historic cir-
cumstance. Probably the clearest examples of this are in the work of artists
who, by being able to say something more cogently than their contempo-
raries, were able to influence the future course of their discipline even
though historic circumstances did not give them a prestigious place in
their society (e.g., Walt Whitman, Emily Dickinson, and James Joyce).

Observation

Language forms the basis for observation and it is, in fact, not possible to
make any observations outside of language. If the purpose of coaching is
to change behavior, then the coach’s mission is to find what affects behav-
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ior in a way that will bring about the desired change. Figure 1.3 shows that
behavior follows from the structure of interpretation of the client. This
means that the way we see the world at a particular moment determines
the actions we take. This is such an obvious point that many times it’s
invisible to us. We walk into a building that we recognize as a restaurant
and we immediately do the series of routine actions that we consider to
be consistent with being in a restaurant. We discern whether to seat our-
selves or wait to be seated, we look for someone to give our food order to,
and so on. We wouldn’t take any of these actions if the same structure
appeared to us to be a hardware store, ballet studio, gymnasium, or tennis
court.

My point is that it’s not only the physical surroundings that lead us to
take the actions that we do, it’s also the meaning that we bring to those
surroundings. Even in the restaurant example, we would take different
actions if we were employees of the restaurant or vendors selling supplies.
The structure of interpretation as shown above then includes the com-
mitments, projects, and relationships that make up the world of the
observer, as well as the environment in which the observer finds himself.

To recapitulate an earlier point, a coach is able to alter the structure of
interpretation of the client by providing new distinctions and practices
that become permanently part of the client’s structure of interpretation,
for example, interns learning the symptoms for appendicitis, drivers learn-
ing to look left before driving through an intersection. Thus it is that the
client, after being coached, takes new action because she is able to observe
something that she was not able to observe before. Once this observation
becomes part of the structure of interpretation of the client, the client is
able to be independent of the coach and is able to respond to all similar
situations in the future without need for the coach.

Another way of saying this is that a coach has to be able to make the
client’s own structure of interpretation explicit and accessible to the client,
or at least that part of the structure that will allow for the client to make
observations that will lead to the successful completion of the coaching
program. To do this, the coach has to be able to observe the way that the
client observes and be able to articulate this so that it can be observed by
the client. This is what makes a coach distinct from a good performer only.
This is also why coaches themselves don’t have to be able to perform the
action being observed.

A point that may be obvious already from this discussion, but that I
want to point out anyway, is that observation is always according to
someone, that is, it’s not just a reporting of “what’s really there.” We find
this out every day when we ask people the simple question, “What 
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happened?” and hear different reports from people who are speaking
about the same event, and even hear different reports from the same
person about the same event when they’re speaking about it at a different
moment.

What makes one observation better than another, at least in terms of
coaching, is that by observing it in a particular way, that is, in the partic-
ular way that we are presenting it as the coach, the client is freed to take
action. Many times our coaching efforts fail when, instead, the client makes
observations as a result of our coaching that lead to explanations that make
action impossible. Sometimes, for example, in explaining the intricacies of
a piece of Chopin music, the coach may so intimidate the would-be pianist
that he never even attempts to play the piece, or never begins a practice
that will enable him to play it in the future. Maybe the coach does this to
impress the client with how much the coach knows, but this approach very
often fails even though the coach was accurate, truthful, and comprehen-
sive in her observation.

Assessment

While it is the case that observation is always according to someone, in
coaching observations are always made within a tradition that provides
distinctions and standards. It’s at this point that observation can begin to
be spoken about as assessment. In coaching, assessment must precede the
formal coaching process, because the coach’s providing of distinctions and
practices must be suitable for the individual client. Although beginners
must learn the basics, for example, how to play scales or how to shoot free
throws, excellence in coaching always comes from an adaptation of stan-
dard procedures and practices to suit the individual client.

The initial, largest, and most challenging part of assessment is the
coach’s attempt to understand the structure of interpretation of the client.
Sometimes this appears as such a gigantic project that people dismiss it as
undoable, or use it as a reason not to start coaching at all. This is the wrong
way to understand assessment in coaching, because it leads to no action.
It’s the same as the piano teacher explaining the extreme complexity of the
Chopin piece. Instead of trying to recreate the whole world of a person on
one’s first outing as a coach, it’s probably better to determine what part of
the structure of interpretation of the client is relevant to the coaching
effort and to focus on that. Being coached ourselves by experienced people
and the use of relevant models is essential in these initial coaching endeav-
ors. As the coach becomes more experienced, it is possible to understand
the client in more and more dimensions, therefore leading to more 
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sophisticated, subtle, and customized coaching programs. A chapter on
assessment and assessment models follows (see Chapter 6).

The other aspect of assessment has to do with assessing the level of com-
petence or, in some cases, the presence of a quality in a client. This, like all
assessments, is based upon observation of the client either as the client
goes through normal routines or in specially designed exercises that reveal
levels of competence. A good example of this kind of exercise is when,
during the first meeting with a tennis or golf coach, the coach asks to play
a game of tennis or a round of golf with the new client.

Probably the most difficult part of assessment is the verification of its
validity. How do we know that the assessment is more than just our own
prejudices or projections on the client? The way to verify assessment is
ultimately, of course, in the success of the coaching program itself, but
before that there are some tests that the coach can apply (some of this is
a summary of what’s already been said):

� Is the assessment being made with distinctions that are part of a 
tradition?

� Is the assessment based upon observations that can be made by any
competent observer, and is the coach able to cite particular instances
of the observation?

� Can the coach accurately predict future action the client will take
based upon the current assessment, or can the coach say what action
the client is taking in other unobserved domains based upon the
assessment?

� Does the assessment show life to the client in a way that the client
wasn’t able to see it before?

� Does the assessment allow both the client and the coach to synthe-
size many of the observations of the coach and to make sense of many
of the actions of the client?

� Does the assessment free the client to take action—that is, does it do
more than merely describe something?

By now, you probably understand why language, observation, and
assessment are being addressed simultaneously. They are inseparable; none
ever occurs without the others. Whenever we make an observation or even
use a particular word, there is always some level of assessment as part of
its meaning. The coach has to be very rigorous in the use of language; that
is, he has to be precise, consistent, and grounded in the way he speaks and
listens to the client. This is the essential competence in coaching and it is
what will allow coaching to occur.
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My coaching program with Bob had two main parts. Part one was our
one-to-one conversations and the part two was the work that Bob did
on his own. The latter work was obviously more important because that
is what would continue after our coaching ended. In order to work with
himself and realize the products of coaching, Bob had to become a more
acute observer and a more grounded assessor, which meant he had to
learn a language that would allow him to make new observations and
assessments. Practically, it meant that I sent Bob out at the end of each
of our sessions together with a self-observation exercise.

A self-observation exercise is a precisely defined set of observations that
a client performs over a period of time. The point of the exercise is to free
up the client to take up new action, provide grounded assessments for
decision making, and provide some power in intervening with recurring
patterns of behavior. Many examples of self-observations appear at the end
of this book.

Suggested Reading

The listed books are challenging, so be patient as you read. After studying
several of them you’ll likely appreciate the topic of language and its rele-
vance to coaching in a deeper way.

Gadamer, Hans-Georg. Philosophical Hermeneutics. Translated by David E.
Linge, ed. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1976.

A student of Heidegger explains, clarifies, and expands many themes
of his teacher’s work. Sheds much light on how we understand each
other and our world.

Gergen, Kenneth J. Realities and Relationships. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1994.

A gateway book to a powerful generative discourse—social construc-
tionism. The astounding author shows the philosophical foundations,
answers objections and demonstrates the amazing power of narrative.
Strongest recommendation.

Heidegger, Martin. On the Way to Language. Translated by Peter D. Hertz.
San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1971.

Heidegger’s poetic and metaphysical essays on the nature of lan-
guage. Very rigorous. Somehow opens the reader up to the possibility of
what language is without defining or limitation. A book of wonder and
mystery. Worth many readings.
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Johnson, Mark, and George Lakoff. Metaphors We Live By. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1980.

Change the metaphor and change forever the worldview; for
example, what if time weren’t really money?

Kockelmans, Joseph J. On Heidegger and Language. Evanston, IL: North-
western University Press, 1972.

A collection of essays exploring the impact of Heidegger’s work 
on many aspects of contemporary thought. More accessible than 
Heidegger’s own books.

Lakoff, George. Women, Fire, and Dangerous Things. Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1987.

The way language provides what’s possible for us to be, to feel, and
to do.

——. Moral Politics. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002.
Reveals through rigorous writing and though the linguistic cognitive

foundations for U.S. ethics, politics, values, religion, and child rearing.
Resolves paradoxes. Dispatches enigmas. Forever shifts the way one
observes U.S. culture. Seminal.

Rosenberg, Ph. D., Marshall B. Nonviolent Communication. Encinitas, CA:
PuddleDancer Press, 2003.

Miraculously blends realism, courage, and compassion into a fully
developed method for conducting conversations that respects everyone
involved without compromising authenticity or integrity. Shifts the
reader with every chapter.

Scott, Susan. Fierce Conversations. New York: The Berkeley Publishing
Group, 2002.

Encouraging, pragmatic structures for conducting essential conver-
sations. Engaging, full of stories and examples.

Searle, John R. Speech Acts. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969.
A presentation (in a fairly dense philosophical style) of the basic

moves possible in language.

Sieler, Alan. Coaching to the Human Soul. Blackburn, Victoria, Australia:
Newfield Australia, 2003.
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Not a religious or spiritual take on coaching but the first published
version of speech act theory that Fernando Flores (a student of Searle
and Maturana) brought to the world. Many references to the roots of
the philosophy of language. Useful reference text.

Stone, Douglas, Bruce Patton and Sheila Heen. Difficult Conversations.
New York: Penguin Books, 2000.

A thorough presentation of the obstacles that so often make con-
versations challenging. And a proved methodology for preparing 
ourselves and guiding the conversation to mutually satisfying 
conclusions.
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3
The Flow of Coaching

39

This chapter will serve as an overview of the whole coaching process—
what I’m calling the flow of coaching (see Figure 3.1). The presentation is
linear and our experiences, conversations, and lives are not. Consequently,
the flow is usually not as simple or direct as is shown in the text. The stages
are really buoys, which indicate for trained observers where they are on
their journey through the bay, and can indicate to the coach how the work
is progressing. The point of the chapter is to identify the indicators and
provide a framework in which a coach can think and design.

As you being to work with this flow, it will make more and more sense
to you and at some point you won’t need to refer to it for guidance
anymore. Instead, you will naturally move in your own particular way
through the various stages of coaching.

Until then, here is a proven structure for you to use. Each stage is dis-
tinct; however, the boundaries between stages frequently merge so that it
is difficult to determine when one ends and one starts. For learning pur-
poses, though, it’s useful to keep the stages separate and distinct and to
speak about each of them individually. The remainder of the book will
address each stage in its own chapter. The purpose here is to show you an
overview of the flow and the interconnection between the stages. You can

Where do you start your work as a coach? This chapter suggests a par-
ticular flow that has proved useful over the years. As you read, recall
particular times when you coached or were coached. How does the flow
map onto your experience? Does it show you why the coaching succeeded
or failed?



use the flow to design your actions and as a diagnostic tool when your
coaching isn’t working. When diagnosing, start with the stage you’re on
and work backwards, assessing whether you have successfully fulfilled the
requirements of each stage. Keep working in this way until you have dis-
covered the exact source of the problem. Correct it at the level at which it
appears by providing what’s missing or by revising what has already been
done.

Some readers may feel that this is too much structure, that it will inhibit
their spontaneity, slow the flow of their natural intuitive responses, or that
somehow the structure will become more important than either the inter-
action or the outcome. You will find in practice, I think, that none of this
is the case. Doing coaching is like playing jazz: the coach, like a jazz player,
must understand where to begin and where to end, and what a basic struc-
ture could be in the moment, while at the same time listening well to the
music that the others are playing so as to blend with it and move the entire
joint effort forward. Even while a jazz musician is improvising, she is
always playing within a structure. That’s why I say that coaching people is

40 Coaching: Evoking Excellence in Others

Figure 3.1 The Flow of Coaching



like playing jazz. By knowing the structure so well that it fades into the
background, the coach has the freedom to creatively respond in the
moment, while still being confident that the desired outcomes are being
realized.

I will use the example of Bob, which I have referenced earlier, as illus-
trative of the different stages in the flow of coaching. First I’ll present the
theoretical basis for the stage and then I’ll fold in the story of Bob.

Stage One: Relationship

By now you’ve seen this word appear again and again in the text, and its
meaning here remains the same as earlier. Relationship remains the begin-
ning point of coaching and its foundation. I keep bringing it up because
this is the stage that more than any other is neglected, ignored, or consid-
ered to be unnecessary. Given that it’s the foundation, it can cause the most
problems when it is taken for granted. The basic ingredients for the 
relationship are mutual trust, respect, and freedom of expression. We 
will study each of these in turn in the chapter devoted to the coaching 
relationship.

Sometimes people believe that relationships are natural and either
happen or don’t happen, and that any interference in such a “natural”
process is a manifestation of some neurotic need to control or be in charge.
The type of relationship necessary for coaching is not one that’s based
upon “chemistry.” It’s more a matter of openness, communication, appre-
ciation, fairness, and shared commitment. Frequently we’ll find that we are
in a position to coach someone who is not the person we would choose to
be our best friend or our selection as a dinner companion. There may be
no escape from the experience that we like some people more than others.
This doesn’t matter in coaching people, however, and it doesn’t matter in
building a successful coaching relationship.

Back to the story of Bob. My first task with Bob was to clarify my rela-
tionship with him. He wanted to know if I was an agent for the company,
brought in to whip him into shape, or if I was working for him. The
answer to this question would determine the amount of candor Bob
brought to his program. My usual stance in such circumstances is to
work for the individual client knowing that if I improve his competence,
it will be of benefit to the company as well. Bob did his best to check on
my sincerity by presenting potential scenarios in which the direction of
my loyalty would be questioned. He asked, “What if I decided to leave
the company or what if we found out that my boss really is making
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biased judgments about me? Or what happens when my boss asks you
what is happening in the coaching, what do you do?” I told Bob that I
would be giving progress reports to his boss that contained generic
information and did not reveal any of the content of the program. I also
assured him that when push came to shove, he was my client and I was
working for his success, wherever that took him. I went on to tell Bob
about other occasions when I had been in similar circumstances and
that I followed the same principles then. This was enough to establish a
working relationship that would deepen in time.

Some coaches already know their clients very well and the requisite rela-
tionship is already in place. At other times the relationship will have to be
repaired before the coaching can commence. We will address both of these
situations in the chapter on the coaching relationship.

Stage Two: Openings

Coaching, like many other human activities, starts before the actual begin-
ning of the official program. Coaching starts when either the client or the
coach encounters an opening for coaching. It seems to me in our day-
to-day world, in which we routinely and competently deal with mostly
recurring situations, relationships, and conversations, there really isn’t any
opening for coaching. Imagine if someone offered to coach you in how
you poured your cereal in the morning, how you opened your car door,
or how you stood in the elevator on your way to the office. Most of us
would think this was very strange or maybe part of a Monty Python movie.

An opening for coaching is necessary. Openings occur when the trans-
parent fabric of our routine is disturbed—either by something breaking
down, by an offer someone makes to us, or by a change in circumstance
that requires a new skill from us. When one of these openings happens in
a domain of life in which we are committed, then there is a chance for
coaching. Usually it’s the coach who, being experienced in such matters,
recognizes these openings and steps forward with an offer to coach. On
other occasions, the potential client may simply recognize a need for assis-
tance and may ask for it without quite knowing what assistance she needs.

Beyond these orienting comments, it’s up to you as the coach to discern
when an opening for coaching has occurred. Sometimes the occurrence
will be built into the time cycles of your activities, as in annual perfor-
mance reviews, assessment of the progress of projects, or the beginning of
a new budget period. You will know best when these recurring events
happen. On other occasions, the opening is not presented by a recurring
event but is instead associated with a particular circumstance. Examples
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include difficult problems, complaints from customers, equipment failure,
a crisis within the enterprise, a new possibility in sales or marketing, a pro-
motion, or the requirements of a new position.

The story with Bob is somewhat different from the other openings
described because I wasn’t on site to observe the course of day-to-day
events. Managers or supervisors who double as coaches will have the
chance to stay continually vigilant for openings so that their coaching
can have the maximum leverage.

In Bob’s case, my job was to figure out what the real opening for
coaching was. Was Bob sincere in asking for coaching or was he merely
going through the process because of his boss’s instructions? How open
was Bob to taking a look at his own actions, motivations, level of skill,
blind spots? If he wasn’t open, the coaching would go nowhere. In speak-
ing with Bob, I determined that there was a simultaneous phenomenon
of his ambition meeting the genuine support of his management in the
possibility of his promotability.

Stage Three: Assessment

Before coaching can begin, the coach must understand a lot more about
the client than what is usually necessary in the day-to-day routine. While
your friend who is a physician may give you offhand advice about what to
do for a cold, when you go to that same friend’s office you will undoubt-
edly receive a physical exam so that the particulars of your malady may be
identified. Similarly, even when we know someone well, it’s necessary for
us to take time to do assessment before we begin to coach him or her.

What may not seem important under most normal circumstances
becomes paramount when coaching begins. For example, our enjoyment
of the person’s company or the wisdom of her advice may be what we most
appreciate about her, but this is usually not relevant in our coaching
endeavors. So even though the coach may not feel completely comfortable
when doing such an official assessment, it’s a vital step.

The subject of assessment is threefold. First, the level of the client’s 
competency is assessed. Second, the coach assesses the structure of
interpretation of the client. Finally, the coach takes time to study the 
array of relationships, projects, and practices that make up the life of the
client.

Perhaps it’s readily apparent why these three kinds of assessment are
necessary. In the chapter dedicated to assessment, I will discuss each in
detail. For this section, however, I will simply explain their relevance. In
order to know what to include in the coaching intervention, the coach
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must determine how competent the client is in the topic of the coaching.
As you know, the way one works with a beginner is certainly different from
the way one coaches an expert. So that the coach knows best how to present
and conduct the coaching intervention, she must have an appreciation for
the structure of interpretation of the client. That is, the coach must have
a general sense of the way the client is in and makes sense of the world.
Later, I will provide some models that will make this daunting task seem
easier. Finally, the coach must understand what the client is already in the
middle of, so that, whatever the form of the coaching intervention, it will
be possible for the client to follow through on it with a minimum amount
of interference from the rest of life.

The best way I know of doing an assessment when I am brought in from
the outside to be a coach involves two parts. The first is to speak with the
client and the people who work around him. The second is to observe the
client in action. I do this by following the client around for a day or more
so that I can begin to understand his world, the way he responds to varying
circumstances, and I can have some insight into the environment in which
all this takes place. I’ll present the specifics about what I found out about
Bob in the chapter on assessment.

Stage Four: Enrollment

Enrollment means making apparent in the coaching relationship the
intended outcomes of the program, the client’s commitment to the out-
comes, and the coach’s commitment to the same. Presuming enrollment,
which is common, leads to many mistakes and misunderstandings. We’ll
study the potential mistakes in detail in the chapter on enrollment. In a
general way, enrollment mistakes include presuming a level of commit-
ment that the client doesn’t in fact have, acting as if no commitment is
necessary from the coach, and not stating in a mutually clear way what the
intended outcomes are and what are the potential obstacles to their 
realization.

Enrollment goes beyond simply asking, “Well, are you up for this?” It’s
an active dialogue that takes into account the particulars of the circum-
stances, the vagaries of the future, and the limitations and strengths of
both the client and coach. Openness, honesty, and completeness are vital
in enrollment.

You can probably understand in the story of Bob how enrollment 
naturally flows from the recognition of a genuine opening for coaching.
Bob was ambitious and the company had expressed some interest in
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promoting him, but the question remained, was he willing to do the nec-
essary work? In our conversation I did my best to describe the challenges
that would face Bob. He’d have to become familiar with, immersed in,
and skillful with the politics of his organization. He would have to
become familiar with how decisions were made in processes that would
at first not make sense to his logical, analytical, accounting thinking. It
was likely that he’d have to become more proficient at presenting his
views in a way that coalesced support rather than stirred up resistance.
We would be doing all this while also tending to his well-being, main-
taining his integrity, and sustaining the fulfillment he had enjoyed in his
career until the most recent circumstances.

In a way this enrollment conversation was the other side of the rela-
tionship conversation that had happened earlier. This time it was my
role to question the depth and sincerity of Bob’s commitment in the face
of the “what if?” scenarios I presented. We talked through each one until
we were both as confident as we could be that we could resolve each of
them by pooling our mutual commitment and expertise. This descrip-
tion may make it sound as if the conversation went really smoothly or
that the outcome was clear going in. Neither is the case. The conversa-
tion kept looping back on itself until at the end we both felt sure of
where we were headed and of each other’s partnership in getting there.

Stage Five: Coaching Itself

Part of the coach’s job is to determine the scope of the coaching project.
Can it be accomplished in one conversation? Will it take a series of con-
versations? Is a more comprehensive program with assigned practices,
milestones, and a communication structure necessary? As a coach you may
have an idea about this even before you do some of the earlier stages. Stay
open, though, to the fact that your initial conclusion may change as you
understand the client and the circumstances in greater detail. I’ve already
said what the outcomes of coaching are and have said in a preliminary way
how it’s done. I’ll provide a lot more detail on these topics in the chapter
on coaching itself. Here, I’d like to remind the coach that the task is to have
the client observe something in such a way that competence improves.
Even after all the work of the earlier stages, it’s sometimes easy for a coach
to slip into a more familiar role of being a teacher or a therapist, or a
manager, and many times when we are under pressure, we will return to
one of these roles. In fact, one of the reasons for having a structure is to
help the coach stay in the role and not slip into territory that may be more
comfortable, but not as immediately relevant to the task at hand.
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In Bob’s case, I concluded that our coaching ought to take place over
a six-month period. During that period we would meet for six half-day
meetings and speak on the phone each week. In between, I would assign
self-observation exercises and new practices. My intention in all this was
to leave Bob independent of me and in possession of the skills necessary
for promotion.

Suggested Reading

This is a short list, because the flow of coaching doesn’t appear in any other
book. The texts listed here will give you a background for understanding
systems and interdependence.

Bethanis, EdD, Susan J. Leadership Chronicles of a Corporate Sage. Chicago:
Dearborn Trade Publishing, 2004.

The author has invented an effective way to work with corporate
leaders who are very busy, working in global organizations, and
accountable for big results. A different method of coaching than the book
advocates but originating from similar roots. Extremely pragmatic and
humane.

Macy, Joanna. World as Lover, World as Self. Berkeley, CA: Parallax Press,
1991.

This beautiful, moving book explores (with exercises, stories, and
examples) the interconnectedness of all life, all phenomena. Terrific
background for understanding any system.

Senge, Peter M. The Fifth Discipline. New York: Doubleday, 1990.
This book is about creating learning organizations. It appears here

because the fifth discipline of the title refers to systemic thinking, which
is central to coaching. The book is well written and well organized,
and it is full of real-life examples drawn from the author’s years of
experience. Fascinating and worthy of much study.
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The Coaching Relationship
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“To communicate is to enter the other, while watching ourselves carefully, to

enter without usurping. . . . To usurp the other is to annul him, to prevent him

from returning the gift; it is the refusal to accept his discrete word; it is to

violate his inner home without allowing him to enter ours; it is the arrogance of

someone who believes himself to be an entirely fecundating force and refuses to

receive. The univocal gift, without reciprocity . . . is not communication, but

violation.”

—M. F. S

In a sense, the coaching relationship is a strange topic to bring up because,
as Medard Boss said earlier, we already and always have a relationship with
everyone and everything we encounter, whether we are aware of it or not.
Consequently, it’s always the case that we do have a relationship with our
potential client. The question remains, however, what is the nature of that
relationship? Is it sturdy enough to sustain itself during the sometimes
tumultuous events of coaching, and does it have the necessary qualities to
allow the coaching to readily succeed?

You don’t have to have “chemistry” with your client. You don’t have to
be best friends or dinner companions, but you must have a workable
relationship in order to fulfill your coaching work. Sometimes people
attempt to hide behind roles—executive, parent, boss—and have the
power or authority of the role replace the relationship. It won’t work.
Roles may provide the circumstances, but only the relationship can
provide the foundation.



I’m attempting in this chapter to bring into the foreground that which
is usually in the background. I’ve indicated earlier my view that coaching
is more a “be” than a “do,” but usually this distinction is not very useful. I
intend in this chapter to give more substance to the distinction, and thus
set up a way to observe, correct, and develop what you’re doing. When
such a movement is made, a new background has to be put in place in
order to frame the new foreground and give it meaning and a reference
point.

The background for the kind of relationship that we will explicitly
discuss is the shared commitment of the client and the coach. Both people
have to, in some way, be committed to the same thing, however vague that
may be in form. Otherwise there would be no impetus to explore, create,
or maintain a relationship sufficient for coaching. As you read this, you
may discover why some of your coaching efforts have failed. Could it be
that you and your client did not share a commitment, or that you hoped
that your commitment and enthusiasm would somehow bring your client
along?

In my view, sometimes the commitment and enthusiasm of the coach
do energize the coaching effort, especially in moments of uncertainty, but
what makes such energizing possible is the already existent (although at
the moment dormant) commitment of the client.

Of course, some people may now ask, “Well, what do you do if this
shared commitment isn’t present? Does that mean coaching can’t
happen?” My answer is yes. I do not mean that the coach is then power-
less to take any action. What can occur is an inquiry into what the client
is committed to, and sometimes a bridge can be built from that to the com-
mitment of the coach, therefore leading to something genuinely shared.
In any case, the shared commitment is the background for the coaching
relationship.

The elements of the relationship are mutual trust, mutual respect, and
mutual freedom of expression. Let’s discuss each in turn after some general
comments. None of the elements is independent of the others. What would
it mean if we trusted someone who we didn’t respect, for example, or if
we felt free to express ourselves to someone who we didn’t trust? Addi-
tionally, working on one element will strengthen the others. I’ll address
each element individually so that you can have a way of understanding
what the dynamics are in any particular relationship. The modifier
“mutual” indicates that the quality must go both ways, so that the client
and coach trust each other, respect each other, and both feel free to express
themselves.
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Mutual Trust

What do you mean when you say that you trust someone? How does trust
come about? How is trust repaired? Do we have a say about whom we trust
and whom we don’t, or is it just a matter of instinctive, unconscious selec-
tion? Your answers to these questions are more important than anything
I’ll have to say on the topic because it’s always going to be your experience
that informs your coaching. And although I know that readers rarely do
it, I invite you to take some time to consider your answers to the questions
above before you continue with the text.

All of us enter into the world of coaching with our own personal history.
For some of us, that means that we have met many people we have found
to be trustworthy. We discovered that we could take action from what they
said, rely on their sincerity, and feel secure that they would maintain con-
fidences. Of course there are others of us who are on the other side of these
examples. We have encountered people who we have found untrustwor-
thy. We’ve felt let down, betrayed, not supported, or lied to. Either set of
experiences can leave us in either a strong position to coach or in one
fraught with difficulties.

Since we can’t change our background, the most important task
becomes to understand where we are personally in our ability to authen-
tically trust. A background full of trustful experiences may facilitate our
trusting new people. But at the same time, a background of betrayed trust
can leave us with an eagerness to leave the past behind us and find people
worthy of our trust. The other side of the equation is equally symmetri-
cal. People who have had many trustful experiences may miss the some-
times subtle cues that alert us to a betrayal of trust about to happen. A
background of trust can lead us blindly to certain circumstances. It is prob-
ably obvious for someone who brings a background of untrusting rela-
tionships to coaching that there may be an additional vigilance required
for the coach to be present in the current relationship and not reenacting
one from the past. As I said in the beginning, and perhaps as these exam-
ples have made more clear, the essential step is that a coach become aware
of her own background and how that could shape the current relationship
with the client.

Whatever background we bring, at bottom it seems to me that trust is
a gift that we can give to people. I say it this way because I’ve often heard
that trust must be earned, but I’ve never heard a listing of the criteria for
earning it. Yes, it makes sense to prudently observe someone in a variety
of circumstances over a period of time before we determine that we are
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going to trust them. In the end, however, it’s my contention that we trust
people because we make up our mind to do it and not because the 
circumstances compel us to do so.

Trust is not a matter of accounting—adding up positives and negatives
about a person, keeping a scrupulous log of virtues and vices, applying a
formula that extends the calculation into the future, and then allowing the
dynamics of the formula to determine whether we trust or not. To the con-
trary, usually we just find ourselves in the middle of trusting someone, or
not, and we don’t quite know why. We continue trusting until the person
betrays us with sufficient severity that we withdraw our trust or we wait
until he does something to “redeem himself.” Coaching by its nature is less
serendipitous than that. I’m proposing a middle ground between the
accounting method of building trust and the mystery-shrouded method
of somehow finding ourselves in the middle of trusting.

The first step in this middle ground is to determine what, in fact, we
trust about the person. In what domain of life or activity do we trust this
person? In coaching, it’s rare that we have to trust the person in all aspects
of life and through unbounded time. Once we have chosen what the per-
tinent domain is, then we can begin to assess two aspects of the person’s
behavior.

The first is asking if this person is sincere in what they say. Do they go
into action to fulfill promises made? Do they tell the same version of events
to different groups, or is the story recrafted to fit particular audiences? In
sum on this point, I am saying we can assess a person as sincere when
words and actions are consistent and when the person maintains consis-
tency in speaking to different people.

The second element in assessing trust is a matter of evaluating compe-
tence. Has the person demonstrated a capacity for fulfilling what he said?
Have you observed over a period of time that the person has successfully
shown the competence in question? Thus we would not trust a seven-year-
old child of whatever level of sincerity when he promised that he could
perform a tonsillectomy on us when we complained of a sore throat. It’s
in the same sense that both these elements of assessment, sincerity and
competence, come together when we are working to determine whether
or not we trust.

What I’ve said here may sound like it’s a sophisticated version of the
accounting method of determining trust, and I can understand how it
could appear that way. However, I’m attempting to make a distinction that
trust does not have to be a universal judgment about a person. It’s not
whether we trust him or not; it’s whether we trust him or not in a partic-
ular domain based upon our personal judgment of him given the above
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criteria. In other words, we’re keeping the power of determination with us
as the observer and assessor, and not in an automatic, rigid accounting
procedure.

Mutual Respect

Like trust, many people say that respect has to be earned, but they never
quite tell you what actions a person is required to take in order to earn
this respect. It’s probably also true that in most people’s thinking, respect
is not very distinct from agreeing with or liking. For example, when people
say, “I respect her opinion,” what are they really saying—that they agree
with it, that they like it? And what do people mean when they say,“I respect
him”?

The essence of respect is accepting a person for what they are and what
they present themselves to be. Respect exists in a range from mild accep-
tance to total admiration. On the acceptance end of the spectrum, we
decide that the values and the behavior of someone are within the wide
range of what we find to be tolerable. We may not fully understand the
person or her motivation, but we’ve found a way to accommodate her that
minimizes conflict. On the admiration side, we fully endorse the values
and behavior of the person and hold them up as a model for ourselves and
others.

When I hear people say that they do not respect anyone, my guess is
that they are saying that there is no one that they admire in all aspects of
life. Very few people hold up to this high standard for respect, especially
in these days when the private lives of public figures are put under the
close scrutiny of the media. In coaching people, it’s not necessary that you
maintain this high-end standard of respect. What is required is that we
respect clients in the domain of activity in which we will be coaching them,
and within the day-to-day relationship that we personally have with them.
It may be the case, for example, that we do not respect a client’s political
views, or how she spends her money or her time. This doesn’t mean that
we can’t coach her in an area of life that doesn’t include these topics.

Like trust, respect is not an accountant’s printout of deposits someone
has made into our private bank of acceptable behavior. When we are
attempting to decide whether we respect someone or not, we can reflect
on their past behavior and make up our mind whether we find it at least
tolerable for us. If we don’t, then it is the case that we don’t respect them
and they are not a candidate for our coaching. In such an instance, it’s
sometimes possible to speak with the potential client to find out more
about what he or she was up to in the circumstances that we have been
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assessing. Such an investigation sometimes sheds a different light on what
happened so that we can find a way to tolerate it.

In a way similar to our discussion about trust, the stance that a coach
takes regarding respect necessitates close, fair examination of what has
really happened. To do this the coach must be able to separate what hap-
pened from what he thought about or felt about what happened, that is
to say, make distinct what occurred from his reaction to what occurred.
Without the competence to make this separation, we will continually find
ourselves coaching people who we “like” or “feel comfortable with,” and
we will find many reasons, stories, excuses, or justifications for not coach-
ing the people we don’t react to positively.

Our culture has some strange notions about first impressions and these
can get us into trouble as coaches. For example, I often hear in the exec-
utive ranks that a potential executive has been ruled out for promotion
because “We don’t feel comfortable with her.” Upon closer examination,
the statement turns out to be a euphemistic way of saying, “I don’t like
her,” which probably really means, “She is not enough like me.”

It is obviously very difficult for a woman to be sufficiently like a man
for him not to notice the difference. The glass ceiling has been held in place
for decades through this mechanism, and to their detriment, some coaches
have attempted to show women how they can be “just like one of the guys”
and thus get ahead. But doesn’t that stop anybody who has a genuinely
fresh perspective from ever entering a leadership position? Doesn’t it
condemn organizations to making the same mistakes over and over again
because the leaders share the same prejudices and blindness? How can we
learn if we are not willing to listen to someone with whom we don’t agree?

In the same way, coaches can put unnecessary distance between them-
selves and their clients when they don’t pass the “sufficiently like me” test.
As an alternative to disrespecting people like ourselves, I suggest we enter
the relationship with curiosity and a willingness to have our way of seeing
things undone. Otherwise, we will as coaches keep coaching people who
are just like us, and work to make them more and more just like us. More
on this in a later chapter when we take on the temptations that a new coach
falls into.

Consequently, our respecting someone comes down to a judgment we
make, and like any judgment, it’s a choice. In order to make a prudent
choice, we weigh the observed evidence and do our best to screen out our
own prejudice in the light of the consequences that will follow from the
choice. That is to say, ask yourself what your relationship will be like if you
determine you respect this person compared to what your relationship will
be like if you decide not to respect him. Which choice will further your
shared commitment with this potential client?
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I’m not arguing here that it’s best to always come down on the side of
respecting someone, but I’m trying to point out that our choice has con-
sequences that ought to be part of our choice-making process. It’s not a
mistake or wrong when we make up our minds not to respect someone if
we have taken the time to go through a procedure like the one described
here. In fact, we can do so with a clear conscience as long as we stay open
to the possibility that we can change our minds in the future based upon
the different behavior of the potential client and/or our different under-
standing of it.

Our malleable ability to tolerate can be the leverage point for increas-
ing our capacity to respect. Perhaps in reading this discussion, you’ve seen
that many times the limitation on our respect for someone is not so much
in what they’re doing as it is in the imposition of our values on what they’re
doing. Our doing this is perhaps no more apparent than when we study
other cultures or historical periods. In such a study, we often find that we
feel repulsed by what we learn. A deeper reflection on our reaction, though,
will often reveal to us that it is possible for us to accept what people did
given the circumstances within which they lived, even though our imme-
diate, automatic reaction is one of distaste or dislike.

Mutual Freedom of Expression

Usually when people hear this phrase, they understand it to mean that
people have the freedom to say whatever they want to say, in whatever way
they want to say it, whenever they want to say it, to whomever they want
to say it. Perhaps such an understanding is basic to the American psyche.
Everyone, after all, has a right to his or her opinion. Reporters stop citi-
zens in the street and ask them their views on complex economic and
world issues because everyone ought to be given a voice. In talking to exec-
utives and managers, I’ve never met one who has said he is not open to
everything anyone has to say to him at any time. Simultaneously, I’ve
spoken to others in the same organization who say that they cannot talk
about certain subjects with these executives, or that if they decide to, they
have to work hard to find a special language to use so as not to upset them.
How can we reconcile these contradictions?

As many management consultants and philosophers alike have
reported, communication within organizations is shaped by many forces
that seem beyond the power of the individual. Argyris (1990) and 
Habermas (Morgan, 1983), speaking from widely different domains, both
address what is undiscussable. Argyris, working as a consultant in busi-
ness, has devised a famous exercise for uncovering the undiscussable, for
example, any speaking that would embarrass someone or that would reveal
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that such face-saving is occurring. He directs participants to draw a line
down the middle of a page. In the right column they write what they said
aloud. In the left column they write what they said privately to themselves.
Over time, Argyris invites people to reveal their left columns and discuss
what made the statements undiscussable. Eventually, it becomes possible
for others to ask the same questions. At that point, the real basis of assess-
ment and actions can be revealed. Usually, tremendous progress in group
effectiveness follows. Habermas takes on the constraints to open commu-
nication in an astoundingly rigorous way. His books often are a daunting
challenge for professional philosophers. The book cited above gives access
to some of his more germane distinctions. In some, he proposes that true
freedom of expression exists only when anyone in a conversation can chal-
lenge (without fear or negative repercussions) the truth, sincerity, inten-
tion, and appropriateness of any utterance. That’s a high standard. How
many of us have conversations in which all the listed criteria are met? How
many of us conduct relationships in which all parties are willing to ques-
tion and be questioned? How many of us are even willing to attempt such
conversations and relationships? Coaching is a place to begin and a place
to practice.

The forces shaping communication remain invisible to participants
within a given culture or organization. Participants are unaware that they
are, in fact, not speaking about certain topics and not bringing up certain
ideas, or that they are inhibiting others from speaking to them. When an
outsider attempts to broach these subjects, many excuses are immediately
presented to justify the continuation of the moratorium on them. On
other occasions people claim that, given how much complaining happens,
it must be true that people are able to say everything they want to say. The
assumption in such a conclusion is that complaining must be the most dif-
ficult kind of communicating to do, and if it occurs, then all the rest of
the necessary conversations must also be happening. It doesn’t take much
observation of any relationship to see that that’s not the case, but rather,
in many instances, that complaining is the easiest, most habituated, most
automatic way of talking. Because after all, among other things, it deflects
responsibility away from the speaker who is complaining.

What can a coach do to ensure that freedom of expression exists in a
coaching relationship, even when the dynamics described are in place?
First, the coach can recognize that freedom of expression has to be con-
structed within an individual coaching relationship. It’s not a given.
The construction begins when the coach invites the client to speak openly,
and simultaneously opens himself to receiving what the client has to say
without argument or defense, responding instead with clarifying questions
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and assurances that the client has been heard. The construction continues
as the coach reveals his own views, knowing that the degree of honesty and
completeness in the communication will be determined by how much he
embodies and models these qualities. It’s not so much that the coach has
to reveal his difficulties to the client; such an event may reverse the
client/coach relationship, making the client into the coach and vice versa.
It’s more that the coach makes it abundantly clear that there is nothing
that he is hiding or withholding, and he is available to speak on any 
subject that the client wishes to bring up that is relevant to the topic of
the coaching.

Second, besides constructing a relationship within which a person can
freely speak, for true freedom of expression to exist it’s also necessary that
the coach actually listen to what the client has to say. Listening in this sense
is not merely the engagement of the ear and the auditory nerve, it’s a full
engagement of the attention, thought, and intention of the coach in the
conversation. Given that there are hundreds of books and dozens of
courses on listening, I’m not going to attempt to provide a program for
improving listening skills here.

Suffice it to say that freedom of expression means that each member in
the conversation is listening and considering what the other member is
saying. How often have you been in a meeting where people talk one after
another without taking into account what earlier speakers have said—
where it seems as if what is said is triggering what is going to be said next,
rather than triggering consideration of what’s being said (some deeper
reflection on the topic or an invitation to a more comprehensive dialogue)?
Such speaking without listening quickly undermines or destroys freedom
of expression, because people soon learn that what they’re saying doesn’t
matter anyway—no one is really listening and no one is thinking about
what they are saying. In such circumstances, speaking becomes a kind of
release of internal pressure and is not a genuine connection or conversa-
tion with someone else. The coach can readily remedy this condition by
actually considering what the client is saying. I’m not proposing that you
try to make it look as if you are considering what the client is saying. Really
do consider what they are saying. If you’re not going to be open to what’s
being said, you can be assured that your partner in the conversation will
not be open to what you are saying, even though they, like you, may have
become expert in the appearance of communication. For coaching to
work, the relationship must be genuine and not just look genuine. At the
heart of this genuineness is communication as I am describing it here.

The final component in constructing freedom of expression is main-
taining absolute confidentiality. Yes, this is difficult at times within 
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organizations, but as you know, it doesn’t take very much leaking of a 
particular conversation for it to get back to someone. When the client 
discovers that the conversation has been shared, great damage is done to
the coaching relationship. Even though the client may continue in the
program while pretending that nothing’s really changed, the depth of the
partnership that exists afterwards is usually not sufficient to bring about
the products of coaching. To remedy this, be certain that you inform your
client about whom you will share the coaching program with and in what
detail. Keep your promise even if you feel that your client could never find
out that you haven’t, or if it seems expedient not to. If you don’t, you will
not only damage your current coaching program but also alter your public
identity as a coach, which may negatively affect future programs with 
different clients.

By skillfully combining these three elements—openness, listening, and
confidentiality—you will ensure freedom of expression in your coaching
relationship.

As you’ve read through this chapter on the coaching relationship, you
may have discovered that everything is in place with your potential clients.
That’s great news, because then you can move into the next stage of coach-
ing. If, on the other hand, you’ve discovered otherwise, make sure that you
attend to what’s missing or inadequately present before you continue.
Relationship is the foundation for coaching, and a solid one will see you
through many mistakes you may make later in the program, while a
shallow or shaky relationship will ensure the demise of your coaching
efforts at the first hint of any misstep on your part.

Some readers may already be in a relationship with someone in which
they now want to coach. If you are such a person, you may find that as
you read the description of the coaching relationship, you discovered
what’s lacking and became discouraged. Here is some practical advice
about what to do:

1. Begin by strengthening trust. You can strengthen the trust the client
has for you by saying what you are going to do, doing exactly that,
and then pointing back to the fact that you did what you said you
would. For example, you can say, “I will enforce this policy with
everyone in our department, the new hires and the experienced, the
high performers and the low performers, no one will be left out.”
Then do what you said. After a period in which it has become
obvious to everyone that you have done what you said, announce to
your client that that is what happened. Over time and if you give 
no chance for counterexamples, your client will begin to trust you
more.
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If your trust for the client is missing and you still want to find a
way to coach, begin to find a small area in which you can trust them.
Look, for example, to validate your primary conclusion of your
client’s trustworthiness in this arena.

2. In order to strengthen the respect clients have for us, we can begin
to invite them into our decision-making process, showing them the
degree of care, openness, and analysis that goes into the major deci-
sions we make. We can reveal to them that we can see different sides
to the question, that we understand that no decision is perfect, and
that often someone will be disappointed. As we do this, our clients
will begin to appreciate more and more the steadiness and ground-
edness of our intention to do what is best.

Building respect for a client is a process similar to strengthening
our trust in her. It is a matter of finding those topics and occasions
when we do respect them, and then alerting ourselves to any cir-
cumstance that can corroborate what we have found.

3. We can strengthen freedom of expression in two ways: first, by
demonstrating that we have changed our mind, our point of view, or
our actions because of what someone has said to us; and second, by
practicing saying things that are not readily spoken about in our envi-
ronment. This will take a high degree of skill if we are going to avoid
upsetting people, but at the same time, if we don’t speak out, we are
in a way colluding with what is happening. As coaches, we must be
examples of what we are asking of our clients when our courage to
speak up is lacking. We can only expect the same from our clients.

We can encourage freedom of expression in our clients by with-
holding our judgments, by looking for what’s true or interesting 
in what they are saying, and by demonstrating willingness to learn
from them.

My assumption in all this is that we are, as far as we can tell, working
with the best of intentions to enhance the competence and fulfillment of
our client. Also I am assuming that our potential client is not a criminal
and is doing the best she can to bring about these same outcomes. I am
not promoting naïveté, but I am proposing that there is a lot more we can
do to repair and enhance relationships, and that we give up way too easily
in many circumstances (see Figure 4.1).

With Bob, the relationship was pretty easy to form. From the strong
recommendation of Nancy, he was predisposed to trusting and respect-
ing me and what I brought to coaching. Besides that, we had an easy
rapport and were comfortable in speaking about a wide range of topics.

The Coaching Relationship 57



That being said, there still was work to do in the relationship. Bob was
in a habit of being in “performance mode.” He would shape his reports
to me according to what he imagined I wanted to hear. Like many of us,
he had learned through his family and educational history how to please
people and the benefits of doing that. For our coaching to have any
genuine impact, Bob and I had to find a way of communicating that was
beyond this habitual mode.

I’ll tell you in a moment how Bob and I moved to more candid con-
versations, but I want to make a larger point about coaching first. We
coaches are not immune to being flattered and although some of us don’t
like to admit it, many of us are still seeking the approval of others as a val-
idation for ourselves. Consequently, when we meet clients who figure out
what we want to hear and then tell us that, our desire for validation can
readily lead us to a blindness concerning the real state of the coaching
program. As coaches we must do our best to find places of support and
appreciation outside of our client work. Otherwise, we are like dehydrated
sponges seeking the water of approval when we are with our clients.

I caught on to Bob’s communication style early on. I then began to
ask the following questions to reveal more of what he had been observ-
ing and experiencing:

� Besides what you said, what else did you observe?
� What unexpressed concerns are you experiencing so far in our

coaching?
� How would you make the same report you just gave me in your own

diary where you wouldn’t worry about what other people thought?
� Remember, Bob, that this coaching is for you, not for me. So is there

something else that you might want to explore beyond what you
already said?
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By working through these and similar questions, Bob became more
fully disclosing of his experience. It was important for me to be vigilant
in all of our conversations and keep speaking with Bob until I felt that
I had heard both the positive and negative sides of his experience. Over
time I learned what Bob was most uncomfortable revealing and I would
delicately ask him about these areas. After two or three sessions of doing
this, Bob began with uncomfortable areas since he knew that I would be
asking about them. Given that I didn’t criticize Bob for anything he said,
these uncomfortable areas over time became easy for him to talk about.
At this point we had accomplished establishing freedom of expressing
in our coaching relationship.

Suggested Reading

You won’t find these books at your bookstore underneath the “relation-
ships” sign; nonetheless, each reveals a unique understanding of relation-
ship that is valuable in coaching.

Fiumara, Gemma Corradi. The Other Side of Language. Translated by
Charles Lambert. New York: Routledge, 1990.

It’s listening. The book is a detailed ontological exploration of the
importance of this topic which is often neglected even in philosophical
texts about language. Definitely not a self-help book.

McCarthy, Thomas. The Critical Theory of Jurgen Habermas. Cambridge:
MIT Press, 1978.

Among other topics, Habermas writes about the societal forces 
that shape the way we communicate and what can happen in our 
relationships.

Unger, Roberto Mangabeira. Passion. New York: Macmillan, Inc., 1984.
A long essay that argues for the central role that created context plays

in a life of meaning.

Winnicott, D. W. Holding and Interpretation. London: Hogarth Press, 1986;
reprint, New York: Grove Press, 1986.

A classic text from an important therapist and theoretician. By
closely following a course of therapy, the author demonstrates relating
with dignity and respect.
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5
Openings

61

An opening for coaching is an occasion: an event that makes it more likely
that the potential client will be approachable for coaching. Undoubtedly,
there is a certain percentage of people who are always open to coaching,
people who are open to ideas and input from everyone else nearly all the
time. One category of such people may be folks who feel guilty all the time
and are attempting to settle their feelings by going off in as many direc-
tions as people want them to go in. Other people don’t seem particularly
attached to any way of doing something and will readily change accord-
ing to someone else’s ideas. And then there are the rest of us.

In coaching, timing is everything. Knowing when to start may well
determine if you get anywhere. Since most people aren’t walking around
soliciting coaching, it’s the coach’s job to determine when the correct
moment occurs. Of course, we can only find an opening by knowing
what it is and then looking for it. Here’s a chance to begin both activi-
ties. The underlying principle of this chapter is from Heidegger. He
claims in Being and Time (1962) that the artifacts and routines of our
everyday life are transparent to us until they break down. For example,
we normally don’t notice the flow of traffic until it jams, and we don’t
feel our shoes until the heel becomes loose, etc. Similarly, most people
don’t seek out and are not ready candidates for coaching until their
everyday life is interrupted. Also see Flores and Winograd (1986) for a
lucid explanation of breakdown.



Habits

Many of us are not looking for coaching even though in many organiza-
tions the buzzwords of “continual improvement” and “international com-
petition” seem to necessitate that we do. Maybe the best way of explaining
why we aren’t open to coaching is by attempting to explain why we’re
doing what we’re doing now, and how we came to do it that way.

When I say we should explore why we are doing what we’re doing,
I don’t mean it as a beginning of an inquiry of a theory of motivation.
Instead, I mean it as an invitation to study the conditions present in every
human being that can account for the consistency in our response to life.
Coaches take on the task of intervening in this consistency of response
which we usually call habit. Coaching, though, is not a matter of a client
changing matters; instead the point is to build the client’s ability to observe
and select appropriate action. The difficulty in coaching adults is that we
are already in the middle of habitual ways of acting, although with great
effort we can sometimes suppress one action and start another. It is 
more problematic when we attempt to continuously undo our habits and
freshly approach life. That’s what I mean when I say that a client is 
self-correcting and self-generating.

In essence, coaches coach the nervous system. That may sound strange to
some readers and obvious to others. By saying that, I am proposing that it’s
only by reeducating the nervous system that behaviors, responses, and 
reactions—as they occur in real time, not in reflection—change. We make 
the novel, be it a new behavior, process, or protocol, into the everyday and
familiar by allowing it to migrate into the background of our consciousness.
The migration occurs when we consciously take on new practices and persist
with them. All of what it takes to bring about this reeducation, in alignment
with the principles specified in Chapter 1,is what I’m calling coaching.

We learned to do everything that we do. All right, there are certain
things we’re doing that we didn’t learn how to do, but these are mostly
physiological and reflexive and are not the topic of coaching anyway. In
the process of learning, we found a comfortable way for ourselves to
accomplish a desired outcome. Usually we listened to other people, read
instructions, or took a class, and then did our best to put into action what
we heard or read. Over some period of experimentation, we sorted out
what worked best for us in terms of our temperament, preferences, and
ability. After this experimentation, we practiced what we decided to do
again and again until we were able to do the task without having to stop
and think about it. This period of practice has habituated us both 
mentally and physically.
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A simple example of this is how you dress in the morning. Try some-
time to reverse how you do it. Start at the top if you usually start at the
bottom; start at your right side if you usually start on the left; and notice
how you react as you do this. It’s likely that you’ll feel awkward, uncom-
fortable, and that you’ll come to the conclusion that the way you were
doing it before was better.

When I say we’re habituated physically, I mean that both our nervous
system and muscular system have become accustomed to a repeated action
or response and have built structures such as opened neural pathways and
strengthened particular muscles to facilitate the duplication of the behav-
ior. When I say we’ve become mentally habituated to something, I mean
that we have learned to perform the action without it having to take the
forefront of our attention, or at least that it requires less attention than it
did at the beginning.

Our nervous system has learned to readily recognize exceptions to the
usual pattern, so that we can respond to the exception automatically. The
next time you’re in a diner, notice how the short-order cook is able to
attend to many different dishes in preparation simultaneously. That’s
because she has learned to immediately notice and correct any anomalies
and, in fact, she usually does so with such skill that we do not notice the
correction being made. We perform the same level of sophisticated
response when we are driving through city traffic and maneuver around
pedestrians, potholes, and road hazards while continuing to think and plan
for our day or talk on our mobile phones.

Clearly, our propensity for habituation has survival value and is the
product of long evolution.Consequently,it has the momentum of any similar
biological survival mechanism, for example, fight-or-flight response, and
our reproductive urges.For this reason,it’s highly unlikely that we can escape
having to deal with habituation when coaching someone. This partially
explains why simply telling people how to change rarely works, and why
making a resolution ourselves to change has the same low degree of success.

In summary, people generally aren’t open to being coached because they
already have a habitual way of accomplishing something with all the resul-
tant components of that process, both physical and mental.

As you may have gathered from my description of Bob, he was
someone with a very strong will and had accomplished a lot through
pure determination. He put himself through night school, completed his
MBA, and acquired CPA credentials while holding down a job. The
forcefulness of his will, though, was now becoming an impediment in
his career. He had to learn to be more collaborative, more flexible, more
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entrepreneurial, and more open. He had to change his habit of applying
his strong will as a way of prevailing and he couldn’t use his strong will
to change his habit. That’s why Nancy saw that he needed some coach-
ing. He needed a chance to develop new skills in a safe situation in which
he could gradually let go of his old habits of success, which were now
his biggest obstacles. Maybe from this brief description you can see why
it is hard to undo our habits; we use our old habits to try and make new
habits. It’s rather like trying to wash off red paint with red paint.

Social Identity

Besides the power of habits, a person’s social identity presents an obstacle
to coaching. Social identity has several parts. The first is how the person
is known by people around her. That is to say that each of us has a par-
ticular reputation that determines the way people interact with us. Our
preferences are known, our accomplishments are public, our prevailing
mood is familiar, and our style of work and communication is expected.
Given the prevailing nature of our social identity, people begin to interact
with us in a way that makes it more likely that we will respond in the antic-
ipated ways. When we don’t produce the expected behavior, often the
social environment will press back on us expressing surprise, questioning
change, and perhaps voicing a negative judgment about the difference.

You might remember from Chapters 1 and 4 that I emphasized the
importance of relationship in coaching. A social identity is a relationship
with others that has become hardened through a repetition of behavior
and bound by the inflexibility of expectation. The point of the coaching
program for Bob really was for him to establish a social identity so that he
could be promoted and have the opportunity to lead a large part of the
organization.

In addition to the public factors of social identity, there also exists a
private component made up of the story we tell about ourselves. We have
a narrative, in other words, that we add to each day as life goes along, as
we meet people, as we make decisions, as we take actions, and as we
compare what’s happening with what we want to have happen. In short,
we give a meaning to life within the boundaries of our narrative.

So frequently do we repeat the story and so fervently do we believe it 
that, in many instances, we lose the distinction between what actually hap-
pened and how the event fit into our story. For many people, the story takes
on a greater reality than the event itself. In a sense, we become a character
in our own stories. Naturally, other people are also characters in 
our stories, and it’s this automatic procedure of making people, including
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ourselves, into characters that I’m referring to as social identity. We then do
our best to act the way we think the character should act, staying in role.

Of course, there’s a symbiotic relationship between the roles that orga-
nizations and cultures provide for people and the roles that people take
on in their private narratives. Each reinforces the other and, in most cases,
cannot exist without the other. The structure of social identity as briefly
described here has people believe that what they’re doing is correct and 
is the best possible action, given the circumstances and their role in the
circumstances.

When, as coaches, we attempt to question someone, frequently we
encounter defensive routines that are consistent with the role that person
has taken on. The point of such routines is to ensure the continuation of
the public identity, since it has a structure that has proven successful in some
way up to this point. Sometimes we forget that when we are asking a person
to be coached, we are bringing into question her self-characterization and
her public reputation, which are, as I said, woven together into a narrative
and protected with stories, justifications, excuses, and so on.

Self-characterization and justifications are in most cases undiscussable.
I don’t mean to say that as coaches we ought not do such questioning, but
rather that we ought to do it with awareness, keeping in mind the forces
with which we are dealing.

For most of us, habituation and the power of social identity are in the
background as unexamined elements in our commonsense coping with
life. They allow us to function in a more or less conflict-free way in our
daily dealings, and we don’t question them until an event occurs that con-
tradicts our story or frustrates our intentions. These types of contradic-
tions or frustrations create the most obvious and powerful openings for
coaching and, in many cases, they are the only openings, especially for
people who are performing adequately in a stable environment.

Openings

Sometimes coaching fails because the coach has not coordinated the
beginning of the effort with an appropriate opening. So much for the con-
strains or challenges to beginning coaching. Let’s spend some time looking
at what are the powerful occasions in coaching. Probably the biggest
opportunity coaches will have with their work is when the client is expe-
riencing an interruption in her ability to fulfill a commitment. Who of us
would not be open to the support of someone when we were somehow
held back from accomplishing that which was very important for us? For
example, imagine getting a flat tire on a snowy December Michigan night
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when the temperature is 25 degrees below zero. That would be bad enough,
but what would it be like if you opened your trunk and to your dismay
discovered that you did not know how to use the tools that were there to
change your tire. Wouldn’t you be very happy if someone arrived on the
scene to coach you in how to use the tools? Perhaps you can see from these
examples the importance of timing. If your tire-changing coach had
arrived one half hour earlier and tried to flag you down so she could teach
you how to change your tire, it is likely you would have ignored her as your
car was humming along through the night. Similarly, if the coach had
arrived too late, you might have already abandoned your car or succumbed
to the elements.

Besides breakdowns there are other recurring events that leave clients
more ready to receive coaching. Many of these are obvious ones that I am
sure you already know about. They include performance reviews, the need
for a new skill when someone takes on a new position, business needs such
as requirements for higher quality and lower costs, and the client’s request
for coaching. The essential point is that the opening exists with the client,
not simply with the coach.

A coach may feel as if it’s now time to improve a person’s performance
or improve her competence in some way because of something the coach
believes is important. On other occasions, coaching starts because the
coach sees the client doing something that she doesn’t like or isn’t com-
fortable with. Although it may be necessary on some occasions to take
action because of those criteria, it won’t lead to the products of coaching.
Even though such interventions in someone’s behavior have been called
coaching, in my view they are really behavior modification with all the
accompanying techniques and coercive force of that approach. My pro-
posal is that genuine coaching never happens unless there’s a partnership.
We’ll discuss this at length in the chapter about enrollment. It’s important
to remember that long-term excellent performance cannot be foisted on
someone by an external party, even with the best intentions or level of
expertise. Unfortunately, Fournies (1978) proposes just such a course of
action.

Sensitive clients, in fact, will immediately recognize what’s occurring in
such circumstances and will employ sophisticated avoidance and resis-
tance procedures to ensure that their independence is maintained. Proba-
bly all of us have seen, or maybe even participated in, such charades. The
charades occasionally degrade into full-scale power struggles reminiscent
of encounters with 2½-year-old children or recalcitrant adolescents. The
point is, you must have an opening for coaching before you start in order
for the program to be successful.
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There are occasions when a potential client is stopped in her intention
to accomplish something, or when her social identity is challenged. In
order to find such occasions, it’s necessary to look for them. Stay alert for
times when someone expresses to you her frustration, disappointment, or
need for help in getting something important done.

At such moments, it’s often an easy and appropriate time to offer your
coaching, and you will probably find a willing recipient. I have already
listed some other examples of events that can be openings for coaching.
You will have to determine for yourself how open the person really is
because, in the end, it’s not going to be the event that leads to the poten-
tial client being open; it’s the interpretation the potential client brings 
to the event and how it fits in with her narrative and her habitual 
reactions.

If you already have a solid relationship, you won’t be putting much at
risk if you offer coaching and it’s turned aside. I recommend that you take
a chance and offer, even when you’re not entirely sure that your coaching
will be welcomed. At the same time, be willing to hear someone tell you
no, and make it easy for the person to say that to you. Making it easy means
that you don’t act surprised or disappointed when you are told, and that
any subsequent conversation you have with the person never becomes
argumentative, forceful, or coercive. It also means that you say explicitly
in your invitation that you fully understand and will accept no as an
answer.

Someone declining your invitation does not leave you helpless. You can
discuss in detail why the person is declining. Be careful at this point to
keep honoring the person’s decision. You can do that by keeping your ques-
tioning in an interrogative tone rather than as a strategy for maneuvering
the person into what you want them to do. You’ll have to stay alert and
honest in order to do this. Alert means paying attention to the way the
potential client is reacting to what you’re saying. Did she have a bad expe-
rience in the past? Does she feel it’s hopeless? Does she feel as if no one
could help her? Maybe she didn’t regard your offer as sincere. Explore all
these possibilities before you conclude that, at this point, there’s no real
opening for coaching.

It’s also possible that when someone declines coaching, you are still
accountable for the results of this person. What do you do then? I recom-
mend that you use traditional management procedures at that point. For
example, be sure there’s clarity about outcomes and the consequences for
not reaching those outcomes. Offer any support that you can in terms of
training or advice and hold the person to what she committed to accom-
plish. Provide appropriate sanctions and rewards as necessary. I’m not
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going into detail with these techniques because traditional management
literature is full of advice on these points. Besides that, they do not lead to
the products of coaching, as I’ve said before, and consequently are not
within the scope of this book.

Additional Openings for Coaching

Additional openings for coaching include

� Performance reviews
� Broken promises
� Need for new skills, such as new equipment or a promotion
� Requests for coaching
� Business needs, as in requirements for greater quality and lower cost
� Project milestones

Let’s take a moment to apply these ideas in analyzing what happened
in my coaching with Bob (see Figure 5.1). He was experiencing a break-
down, that is, his commitment to being promoted was being stopped by
circumstances that he was unable to resolve. This left him very open to
my interventions, and even though he did not contact me initially on his
own, he was eager for what I could provide.
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Suggested Reading

These books provide many distinctions with which you can frame the
opportunities for coaching you observe. By “frame,” I mean a way of relat-
ing to a situation that provides sufficient clarity for action.

Bar-Levav, Reuven. Thinking in the Shadow of Feelings. New York: Simon
& Schuster, 1988.

A tract that warns readers about the danger of losing clarity of
thought in the emotional stream of feelings.

Bellah, Robert M., Richard Madsen, William M. Sullivan, Ann Sweidler,
and Steven M. Tipton. Habits of the Heart. Berkeley, CA: University
of California Press, 1985.

A classic sociological study of two forces that shape every U.S.
resident: commitment and the pull toward individuality. Clear, precise,
and powerful. Many useful examples.

Brown, Lyn Mikel, and Carol Gilligan. Meeting at the Crossroads. Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992.

Pinpoints the time when girls give up expressing their experience
openly and begin to stifle their self-expression. Also proposes a new way
to conduct longitudinal studies, which requires personal observation.
Provides profound insights into the way U.S. culture shapes women’s
realities.

Drucker, Peter F. The New Realities. New York: Harper & Row, 1989.
The author, a famous consultant and professor, outlines his views 

of contemporary cultural trends that influence the success of any 
enterprise. It’s the gap between the competencies that an individual 
(or organization) has now and what competencies will be needed in 
the future (as described by Drucker) that can be the opening for 
coaching.

Hacker, Andrew. Two Nations. New York: Macmillan Publishing Company,
1992.

Everyone living in the United States resides in a country divided by
race. The author cuts through rhetoric and cites many statistics that
reveal the pervasiveness of racism.
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Johnson, Robert A. He. King of Prussia, PA: Religious Publishing
Company, 1974; reprint, New York: Harper & Row, 1986.

An exploration of male psychology through the retelling of the quest
for the holy grail in Jungian terms.

Morgan, Gareth. Images of Organization. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage Publica-
tions, 1986.

Uses nine metaphors to show how organizations form, grow,
meet conflict, and eventually dissolve. Evenhanded. Solidly grounded
experientially and academically. Full of useful charts and sum-
maries. An invaluable reference for understanding organizations and
the people within them.

Nehamas, Alexander. Nietzsche: Life as Literature. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1985.

By discussing the life and world of Nietzsche, the author makes 
a larger point about all our lives being stories full of plot and 
character with ourselves as the protagonists.

Reich, Robert B. Tales of a New America. New York: Random House, 1987.
Reich’s version of what’s required for U.S. business to flourish in

today’s world. Gives us background for diagnosing current problems and
predicting future ones.
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“I think I have seen the western mistake. You are very able to distinguish things,

but you are unable to put all things together. Your scientific conceptions,

therefore, all have holes in them and numerous incomplete principles are set

forth. If you continue in this way, you will never be able to repair this.”

—H P-Y, C P

Although no one would seriously mistake the map for the territory, very
often people confuse assessment models with the person who is being
assessed. It seems an obvious point that no assessment model, however
sensitive or comprehensive, could ever fully capture or display the full
range of a person’s actions, feelings, thoughts, potential, and relationships.
Nonetheless, whenever we’re lazy we start to use models for labeling
people.

It’s easy for us to be reductionists. We’ve been raised in the Newtonian
version of the scientific method, wherein the universe is considered to
be a huge mechanical clock, each part separate, discrete, and measur-
able. So we ask in nearly all situations, “What’s the driving force?”
Many of us work in U.S. businesses and are seemingly compelled to ask,
“What’s the bottom line?” We feel rushed, impatient. As you read the
following chapter, however, see if you can be antireductionistic. Instead
of boiling it all down to a facile, and therefore potentially more futile,
formula, keep allowing your understanding to become more complex
and therefore potentially more creative.



I’ve been in so many corporate meetings where people, when identify-
ing themselves, immediately tell the group their Myers-Briggs type so that
the audience can know what to expect from them and how to shape their
communication to them. In my view, the person might as well stand up
and say, “I am an IBM-compatible computer. Do not expect me to be able
to connect up with an Apple computer or a washing machine.”

Of course, I’m familiar with the disclaimers that go with many assess-
ment models which state that, in the best of circumstances, these models
are only talking about tendencies or preferences. In real life, however, we
often forget this and begin to exclusively expect the behavior from the
person that the model predicts.

Our expectation does, in my view, influence the person’s behavior and
of course frames our observation of the person. Both these aspects lead to
a self-fulfilling prophecy which, when coupled with laziness, leads us to
endorse these models, promote these models, and believe in these models.
If you think back to an earlier section of the book in which I talk about
hindrances to coaching, you’ll remember that one of the main hindrances
to coaching was understanding people as collections of fixed properties
with desire attached. The use of assessment models as I’ve described it so
far is understanding people in this way. In other words, by using assess-
ment models this way we are reinforcing our understanding of people as
things, and this way of understanding makes any effective coaching impos-
sible or nearly so.

Why then am I talking about assessment models, since they seem to 
be mere flypaper for observations? I claim that it’s possible to use these
models as a way of giving form and shape to our observations without
limiting the person to the parameters of the model. This requires 
remembering at all times that an assessment model is a way of speaking
about a person—it is not the person—and that our assessment is always
up for reevaluation. In the light of subsequent observations or other
insights we have about the person, we have to be unattached from our
assessment model, and not argue for all the consequences of the model to
be present all the time in the behavior, feelings, or outlook of the person
assessed.

Even in the face of seemingly convincing statistical analysis verifying the
validity of such models, I urge the coach to remember that human beings
in every case will exist beyond the borders of whatever model is used to
describe them; that a model is at best a well-focused snapshot; and that
human beings are living, changing, adapting, and self-interpreting. A
whole other way of keeping us awake is to imagine how it feels to be labeled
by someone and then to have that person treat us as if that’s all we are.
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I guess if we didn’t expect much from ourselves or didn’t want to be
counted on for much, it’s possible that we would be comfortable with
being labeled. But as soon as we get committed to accomplishing some-
thing big, or feel as if we have important ideas to express, or want to make
a significant contribution, having been labeled will be an enormous obsta-
cle. For example, you have probably heard about all of the studies that were
done of elementary school children in which low-performance students
were labeled as high-performance students. This label was given to the
teachers who then took actions to bring about the validation of the label
of high performance. So even though I understand that in business,
for example, it’s important to understand people quickly, I still argue 
for staying awake in our use of assessment models. That’s because the 
Pygmalion effect is powerful and pervasive.

While reading this, some people will imagine that I’m saying that as
long as we don’t use a negative label it’s okay. Permanently assessing
someone as having positive qualities or attributes is just as denigrating to
that person as the opposite, because it still assumes that the person is a
thing which can be found out about, figured out, and predicted.

One example of this predilection in our behavior was permanently
etched into my memory one day when I was waiting at a checkout line in
a supermarket. I looked down and read the cover of Life magazine, which
depicted a set of quintuplets at age one. Each child was labeled with a name
that was meant to capture them, for example, the curious one, the charm-
ing one, the intelligent one, and so on. What happens to a child who grows
up having been labeled at an early age?

Of course, it’s not only others who label us—we do the same thing to
ourselves, as if we could figure ourselves out once and for all and could
stop having to learn about ourselves as we went through life. How many
relationships, opportunities, and adventures have you neglected or ignored
because you labeled yourself as a person who would not begin that rela-
tionship, opportunity, or adventure? How much can you set yourself free
by releasing yourself from the various ways you’ve labeled yourself ?
Perhaps worst of all, we determine our own possibilities by the expecta-
tions that inevitably flow from self-assessment. Any action that follows
such a declaration of identity can at best be a palliative or coping response,
regardless of how expensive, energy-demanding, or emotionally stirring
the activity may be.

What would happen if you became unattached to the labels you’ve given
to the people around you, especially to those people you are coaching? 
In the following presentation of several assessment models, I urge you to
keep all of this in mind and to remember at all times that I’m presenting
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a way of speaking about people that can lead to effectively coaching 
them.

None of these models captures a person; they only allow for a way 
of appreciating a person that facilitates a coaching intervention. As a
coach, you’ll know that you have not become attached to any particular
assessment model when you still find your client mysterious and you still
observe unexpected behavior. Finding your client mysterious, then, is an
indication that you are doing effective coaching, staying awake as a coach,
and not making your client into a thing, and is not an indication that
something is missing in your assessment.

For example, when we go to visit a favorite masterpiece in a museum
and are able to appreciate it in a new way each time we view it, it means
that we are becoming more competent as a viewer of art. This is distinct
from figuring out a painting and having our conclusion reinforced each
time we look at it.

Probably nothing leads to the resignation we so often find in adults
more than the notion that after a certain age, say around 35, we have
turned out, we are done, we are the way we are. As I said earlier, it’s prob-
ably the coach’s most important task to undo this resignation and this is
only possible when the coach has not fallen into it himself.

With all this as essential background, here are three assessment models
you can use in your coaching programs. It’s helpful to remind yourself at
this point that as a coach you’re working toward building a competence
and not toward “The Truth.” The validity of any assessment in coaching is
based upon its usefulness—does it enable the client to take action, does
the assessment synthesize and bring meaning to the coach’s observations,
and so on?

Model One: Five Elements Model

Immediate Concerns

This model (see Figure 6.1) draws strongly from the work of Fernando
Flores as presented in his seminars, The Action Workshop and The 
Competitive Edge Sales Course. There are five areas of observation. The
first area is immediate concerns. Immediate concerns are what the client
has on his mind at the moment—what is the most pressing problem, either
because of its current effects or its potential effects. None of us can listen
very well when we have a huge immediate concern, and even when our
concerns are small, they still shape how present we can be. Sometimes
immediate concerns seem trivial to someone else. For example, a man’s
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whole day can be determined by the fact that he has a hole in the back of
his pants that no one must discover; or a long, leisurely drive in the country
can be affected because we hear a strange noise in our car. Once we hear
the sound, we stop seeing the scenery.

We can only find out a person’s immediate concerns by asking. We can’t
legislate what someone’s concerns ought to be. It’s easy for us to project
our immediate concerns onto someone else. What we’re doing in this case
is not being present for the other person because of our own immediate
concerns. It will probably be a continual challenge for you as a coach to
establish the borderline between you and your client. Are these your
immediate concerns or your client’s immediate concerns? Is this your
mood or your client’s mood? Is this going on with you or with your client?
Part of the reason I’m presenting these models is so that you can begin to
put some certainty on exactly where the border is.

Commitments

The second area is commitments. Anybody who we coach will be in the
middle of dedicating his life to something or someone. Often, this some-
thing is not a specific goal or outcome, but rather a particular kind of expe-
rience or set of possibilities. It’s easy for nose-to-the-grindstone types to
say that such a person isn’t really committed, but I say that it’s always a
case of discovering to what or to whom the person is committed, and it’s
never the case of whether or not he is committed.

Some of us try to figure out what a person is committed to by watch-
ing how he allocates his time, money, and other resources. But you’ll find
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when you speak to people that many times they will tell you that their
commitment lies elsewhere, and that what you’ve been observing is merely
the actions they’re taking in order to make something happen that you
haven’t observed yet. This can be the case, for example, with a salesperson
who is working very hard and making lots of money, but who is doing it
so that he can retire at age 40 and sail around the world.

On the other hand, it’s often difficult for us to hear someone say she is
committed to something for which she is taking no action, for example, a
person who is very overweight saying she is committed to being thin. We
may readily conclude that this person is committed to being fat given that
the actions she has taken have led to this. I think that it’s a mistake to argue
back from the outcomes to determine what the person must have been
committed to. This is because a person may be committed to something
but be incompetent in bringing about the outcome. Also, by not honor-
ing what people claim to be committed to we are taking over the role of
defining what they are committed to, a role that we are neither authorized
to do nor capable of fulfilling.

I think of commitment as if it were the engine of a car. It doesn’t matter
how powerful the engine is, or how well tuned up it is, or how much gaso-
line it is getting if it is not connected to the wheels by the transmission.
The transmission is a metaphor for competence. This competence takes
many forms: sometimes it is skill, as in learning how to fly a plane; some-
times it’s a capacity to observe ourselves and not become defeated by neg-
ative emotions or self-assessments. The overweight person, in other words,
may be very committed to losing weight but incompetent in bringing it
about. Understanding someone in this way will allow us to keep looking
for what is missing in his ability to fulfill his intention rather than dis-
missing him as not being strong enough to fulfill it.

It is American utilitarianism that, in my view, keeps people in the United
States concluding that the reason for failure is usually the lack of will. How
often have we said to people, “If you want it bad enough it will happen”?
We may have come to this conclusion from watching too many interviews
with the winner of the Olympic marathon who says that he won because
he really wanted it. We don’t interview the person who comes in at 112th
place and ask if he really wanted it as well. The tautological argument that
the person who wins wanted it the most gets us nowhere because we can
only know at the end that people “really” wanted it, and this is too late for
coaching. Instead of freeing people to take action, this way of explaining
things often leads them into the insoluble dilemma of trying to figure out
how to want something more, or into berating themselves for not wanting
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it enough. It’s like telling people whose cars lack transmissions to keep
revving their engines if they really want to get somewhere.

Future Possibilities

Third is future possibilities; what is the person interested in bringing about
in the future? As I said in an earlier chapter on language, because we are
speakers of a language, we are always simultaneously existing in the past,
the present, and the future. We are taking action now to fulfill something
we initiated in the past in order to bring about a particular future outcome.

By discerning what future a person is attempting to generate, we 
can begin to make a different kind of sense of the actions she is taking
presently, and perhaps we can even think backwards and begin to discern
the origins of her actions.

Given that people are always projecting themselves into the future, any
request or suggestion we make will be considered to be either a support
or a detriment to bringing about this future. All this is done quickly and
without conscious deliberation. A person would only be aware of liking a
request or suggestion and being drawn to it or, on the other hand, finding
it uncomfortable or distasteful in some way. That’s because in our day-to-
day consciousness we are not making decisions based upon weighing
future consequences. It’s more that we are coping with each situation, rela-
tionship, and conversation as it comes along in the light of what we set out
to do in the past.

If you observe yourself for a few days you’ll see that this is in fact the
way you move through life. Of course, this is both good news and bad
news. The good news is that we don’t have to stop and weigh all the actions
that we’re taking in the light of future consequences. The bad news is that
it’s easy for us to become automatic in our responses and consequently to
miss being present with what we are encountering.

This phenomenological way of describing our day-to-day life does away
with the commonsense notions many of us have about motivation. The
problem is that, in the middle of life, we forget what is supposed to be
motivating us. How often have we remembered after we ate the chocolate
cake that we are supposed to be, according to our doctor, on a diet? Or
perhaps it’s according to our wish to fit into our summer clothes.
Somehow this “motivation” fades into the background in our day-to-day
coping. One solution is to threaten others with such a dire outcome that
they would not dare forget the consequences of noncompliance. And I
suppose this could work as long as you are able to keep finding fresh ways
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to threaten people, because threats certainly do become stale when they
are repeated again and again. Even if this kind of motivation were posi-
tive, that is, providing a reward instead of a punishment, the person being
motivated would still be reliant on the continuation of the reward to
support him in accomplishing what he set out to do. Such a scheme never
leaves the person more competent, but rather leaves him searching forever
for a lasting motivation which cannot exist.

It may be obvious that the important role of a coach is to be someone
who can remind us of what we set out to do and can work with us to keep
building a way of observing and acting that is consistent with our projects.
It is the job of the coach to leave the client able to fulfill the future that
the client intends. One of the first steps in bringing this about, of course,
is to find out what future possibilities our client has in mind—thus its
placement in our first assessment model.

Personal and Cultural History

Fourth is personal and cultural history, which I suppose is self-explanatory.
It simply means that each of us has had a different history of interactions
with people and circumstances, which has influenced subsequent ways 
we respond. All of this takes place within influences that are particular to
individual cultures. Regardless of how hard we try, none of us born 
and raised in the United States will ever really understand what it is to be
Japanese. And a Japanese person couldn’t even tell us what it is to be 
Japanese in a way that would allow us to become Japanese ourselves.Perhaps
it is through the artwork of a particular culture that we are most able to
understand what it is like to be a member of that culture. Such a study will
take us beyond clichés or stereotypes into the otherwise inexpressible core
of a particular culture.

Mood

Fifth is mood, which we spoke about briefly in the section “What Is a
Human Being?” In this model, which is based upon the work of Solomon
(1983), I mean it in a slightly different way. I usually don’t make any
attempt to have my models be consistent with one another. If they were,
it probably would be possible to collapse the models down into one and
a coach would lose the power of assessing the client from various per-
spectives simultaneously. It seems to me that it is the job of a coach to
understand the client in more and more ways rather than in fewer ways,
even if fewer ways would be simpler for the coach.
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Mood is the semipermanent emotional tone within which a person
exists. It gives meaning to present circumstances, defines our engagement
in them, and colors our view of the future as well. In this discussion, I will
speak about three aspects of mood: the judgment that is the basis for 
the mood, the actions that are consistent with the judgment, and finally,
how the mood maintains our self-esteem. In some cases the maintenance
of self-esteem may seem strange, but we human beings are always attempt-
ing to find ways of making sense of what we encounter, giving ourselves a
sense of power when circumstantially we have none, and maintaining our
sense of dignity even when, outside of the internal logic of the mood, none
of it makes sense.

Understanding a mood, then, is similar to understanding a person. The
task is to understand the mood on its own terms and not fall into dictat-
ing what it ought to be or must be. I’ll give some examples of moods that
are quite prevalent in business and are difficult to deal with. Some readers
may find these moods too negative. I’m not claiming that they are the only
moods present in business, but they are present enough to be used as
examples to illustrate how mood works.

I’ve divided this set of moods into two parts, the moods of people who
feel as if they are superior to others and the moods of people who feel as
if they are inferior to others. Of course, there is the paradox that people
feel as if they are inferior because they are asserting their inferiority in
order to feel superior. Some people have also told me in discussions about
these moods that people who assume superior moods are really attempt-
ing to make up for an inner sense of inferiority. To keep things simple
though, and to be able to present it in a book, I’m going to maintain the
distinctions of superior and inferior in this discussion.

Superior Moods

Skepticism The judgment is “I doubt.” In healthy cases it ends there. In
more pathological cases it becomes insatiable doubt. There has been a
strong movement in philosophy called skepticism. David Hume is perhaps
the strongest proponent of this view. Philosophers following him have
never been fully able to successfully refute his contentions, so nowadays,
most philosophers don’t try. Perhaps nonphilosophical skeptics know in
some way that there cannot be a final absolute answer to any question and
that by continuing to ask they will keep their opponents off balance.

The behavior is to question. Skepticism maintains self-esteem by dis-
guising itself as sophistication. I call it pseudosophistication. Skeptics take
themselves as experienced, knowledgeable, or seasoned, and attempt to
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inform others of these qualities by the number of, and insightfulness of,
their questions. Is there any reader who has not encountered a skeptic? If
so, I would be surprised.

Here are some examples of professions, roles, historical figures, or
famous people who stereotypically embody skepticism: newspaper
reporters (at least starting out, later they move to cynicism), scientists,
parents of teenage children, accountants reviewing expense reports, IRS
auditors, purchasing agents, bartenders on Wall Street, police officers, and
high school principals.

Cynicism Cynicism is the judgment that no one and nothing is worthy
of respect. Cynicism is harsher than skepticism in that cynics make judg-
ments about the person, not just the information he is providing. The
behavior of cynics is to insult, disparage, and put down everyone.

Cynics do not exclude themselves from their own judgment. You’ll 
recognize cynics because they say things like, “Well, yes, he does look good
on the outside, but we all know that on the inside he is out to crush every-
one who gets in his way, just like all of us.”

Cynics maintain self-esteem the same way skeptics do, that is, by taking
their cynicism as sophistication. The capital of cynicism in the United
States is Washington, D.C. Being close to the government and hearing the
promises of administrations being made, Washingtonians see the promises
unfulfilled time after time and conclude that none of these political types
is worthy of respect.

Cynics are always looking for the secret motivation behind even the
most laudable actions. No one is good enough for a cynic. Human foibles
of any size are enough evidence for a cynic to convict anyone of being
guilty of a crime, which necessitates the cynic’s withdrawing of respect.

Here are some examples of cynics: older newspaper reporters, Mark
Twain, Sinclair Lewis, William Faulkner, many political consultants (e.g.,
Lee Atwater), people involved in organized crime, strident promoters of
laissez-faire capitalism, the character portrayed by Michael Douglas in
Wall Street, many of the movies of Scorcese (e.g., Goodfellows), the editors
of many supermarket tabloids, and anyone who attempts to make a living
by exploiting the weaknesses of others. This includes some people in man-
agement as well as some of the more obvious examples like drug dealers
and bookies.

Resignation This is the judgment that “nothing new is possible for me.”
The behavior of resigned people is to withhold commitment and to stake
out a small, controllable territory in which to become very comfortable.
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Many times resigned people can be initially deceiving, because their res-
ignation is covered up by a thin veneer of optimism. The veneer falls away,
though, when a resigned person is asked to take action that can result in
an observable outcome measured by some degree of change. At this point
the resigned person will find many ways to show why the change is not
necessary and may, in fact, be harmful, or may find a more politically 
powerful ally to make sure the action won’t occur. Of course, no one in an
organization can say that he or she is resigned, so the maneuvering and
withholding of support is done underground, but the consequences are
nonetheless real.

Resignation maintains self-esteem by posing as pseudowisdom, that is,
wisdom that sees justification only for everything to continue as it has.
Resigned people think of themselves as having profound understanding
based upon firsthand, long-term experience. They forget that it’s often
because of their own resignation that the change effort of others or even
themselves is thwarted. Besides, changing is uncomfortable and uncertain.
What has happened up until now is familiar, comfortable, predictable, and
controllable. Any of you who has ever attempted to bring about change in
an organization or a relationship probably has encountered some resig-
nation. What to do about it, I don’t know. I’ve given up. Just kidding.

Here are some examples of resignation: Chekhov, Kafka, many people
involved in large bureaucratic organizations, postal workers, factory
workers, and people who work for the federal government.

Inferior Moods

Frustration Frustration is the judgment that “I must make something
happen and I cannot make it happen.” The commitment is one that I
cannot walk away from and the circumstances make it impossible, as far
as I can tell, to fulfill the commitment.

A physician working in an inner-city emergency room where people
sometimes die while they’re waiting for treatment is a good example of
frustration. The physician cannot just walk away from the seemingly
endless parade of wounded and drug-ridden bodies and, at the same time,
she doesn’t seem to have any power to provide quick and sufficient care
for the hordes of people waiting, or any power to affect the system that
keeps people cycling through the emergency room.

Dedicated workers in large corporations who are attempting to bring
about major change often find themselves frustrated. In fact, I would say
that much of the good work done in organizations is done by people who
are frustrated. That’s because the behavior characterized by frustration is
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to work very hard, and to complain about the hard work and the circum-
stances that make success seemingly impossible, but, like Sisyphus, to never
give up. Frustrated people are not going to let the circumstances of the
system beat them. They keep going, sometimes to burnout and beyond.

Here are some examples of frustration: Wile E. Coyote, the Oliver Sachs
character in the movie Awakenings, the mayors of major U.S. cities,
teachers in public school systems, and the coach of the Chicago Cubs.

Resentment Resentment is the judgment that “something unfair has
been done to me deliberately by someone else and I have no power to do
anything about it.” The judgment of powerlessness is what gives resent-
ment its unique character, because someone in the same circumstances
who judged that he has power would instead be in a mood of anger.

The behavior of resentful people is to put distance between themselves
and the object of their resentment and then to begin to plot covert
revenge—also known as sabotage. Angry people, on the other hand, seek
a confrontation with the object of their anger and plan to get justice in a
face-to-face encounter.

The sabotage of resentful people can be shown in many different ways,
including many of the passive-aggressive behavior patterns that show up
in business, for example, forgetting meetings, slowing work to a near crawl,
misplacing files, and spreading negative gossip.

The emotional distance that is part of resentment is also easy to observe;
often it takes the form of a precise, brittle politeness or a coldness that is
reminiscent of stepping into the Arctic Ocean. Given that the resentful
person does not seek to bridge the distance, many times the person being
resented is at a loss to explain or understand the emotional distance. Often,
attempting to uncover it only increases the distance, which can be readily
covered up by denial and by projecting the distance-making activity onto
the person being resented. Resentful people are avengers for justice. This
is how the mood maintains self-esteem. Even if it takes a thousand years,
the resenter will make sure that justice wins out.

Here are some examples of resentment: the daughters in Shakespeare’s
King Lear and Shylock in The Merchant of Venice.

Guilt The all-American mood, guilt, is last in our listing. I call it the all-
American mood because American culture is a particularly fertile envi-
ronment for guilt. Guilt is the judgment that “I have done something to
injure someone and I can never make up for it.”

The behavior of guilty people has three parts. First is apologizing a lot.
Guilty people will apologize about the intemperance of the weather, traffic
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jams, and the high prices in stores. Second, guilty people work really hard
to try to make up for what they did, saying things like, “I feel so terrible
about making an addition mistake on page 312 of the budget. This year I
will give up my vacation, send my children to childcare, and set up a cot
in the accounting office to make sure that I don’t make any mistakes this
time.” Last of the actions of guilty people is emotionally punishing them-
selves. How much? As much as is possible this side of death, because death
would preclude the possibility of further punishment.

In the United States, guilt takes on at least three different forms that I
know of. There is guilt that has to do with relationships—“I gave up all of
my life to send you to college and this is how you treat me. You never call
or visit. What kind of a son are you anyway?” There is guilt that has to do
with sex—it’s a sin to think about it, it’s a sin to plan it, it’s a sin to do it,
and it’s a sin to remember doing it. There is guilt that has to do with
work—“I’m so sorry, dear, that I have to leave you while you’re giving birth
to our first child, but there are some really important reports I have to get
out of the office,” and “Sorry to leave Thanksgiving dinner, but I really
must check up on my voice mail.”

Why would anyone take on this mood when it seems so painful? Well,
first of all, guilt gives people a false sense of agency. Feeling bad about
something that has happened gives a guilty person the sense that he or she
could have done something about it. Thus, the secret service agent assigned
to protect John Kennedy still feels guilty because he feels as if he could
have been one second faster and saved the president’s life. The examples
above of people apologizing for weather, traffic, and prices are another
variation on this theme of false agency.

Guilty people are also the most self-righteous people. “I know I did it,
but at least I feel bad about it. There are lots of other jerks doing it and not
even feeling bad about it.” You can be assured then that the people who are
acting the most self-righteous are simultaneously feeling the most guilty.

Here are some examples of guilt: Oedipus, Hawthorne’s Hester Prynn
and the minister in The Scarlet Letter, and St. Augustine.

Model Two: Domains of Competence

This model (see Figure 6.2) is based upon the work of Habermas, although
he might not recognize it. Its premise is that in order to accomplish any-
thing of substance, we must be minimally competent in each of the three
domains depicted in the pyramid. Each of the domains requires a differ-
ent kind of thinking and, consequently, different people will gravitate
toward different domains.
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I’ll begin talking about these domains by first explaining the bottom
one, Self-Management. Self-management occupies the foundation position
for the pyramid because it is the basis for the others, but please do not
think that because it is the most important it is the only domain in which
we ought to become competent.

Self-management means that we follow through on what we said we
would do, we arrive on time, we understand the standard practices of the
organization for which we are working, we present ourselves and our ideas
appropriately, and we don’t allow any personal issues or concerns to
impinge on what we said we would do.

The skill of self-management is based upon our ability to observe our-
selves and the effects of our actions on the outcomes we intend and on the
people with whom we relate.

Although they are often confused, self-management is distinct from
self-justification, which is the story we tell ourselves and others when we
don’t accomplish what we said we would. In fact, people who are skillful
in self-management can readily sense any iota of self-justification creep-
ing into their thoughts or into their conversations and delete it forthwith.

Here’s a list of the qualities and skills of self-management:

� qualities: vision, passion, integrity, trust, curiosity, daring
� skills: self-observation, self-knowledge, self-management, self-

remembering, self-consistency
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The middle third of the pyramid is labeled Relationships with Others
and refers to our capacity to develop and maintain long-term, mutually
satisfying relationships. Most readers probably understand that it’s only
through this capacity that we have any chance of being successful in any
organization. It is not possible for any person, regardless of his capacity
for work, to do everything, and it is always the case that any one person’s
thinking is limited.

The essence of successful relationships is openness and appreciation. By
openness, I mean allowing ourselves to be influenced by the ideas, emo-
tions, and world of a person with whom we are relating.

For those of us who are saying to ourselves that this excludes most 
of our relationships, I wonder what these relationships are like. Are we
positioning ourselves as heroes in the relationship, as the ones who have
all the wisdom, as total givers and providers? If we are relating in this way,
it’s very easy to slip into a mood of arrogance so that we are no longer
really relating at all, but only proclaiming our own notions and building
our own empire. You’ve probably noticed people around you doing this 
and, even if they are in positions of apparently irresistible power, they 
are generating an environment of resentment around themselves that
makes their work more difficult than it has to be and less effective than it
could be.

Appreciation means that we understand the validity of other people’s
worldviews and take it on as our task to see to it that there is a forum for
the expression of those worldviews, if only in our own relationship with
those people. Appreciation means that we are not trying to bring the other
person around to our way of seeing it, or letting him in on how it really
is according to us, or trying to get him to do what we want him to do.

For example, those of you who have children can clearly see that chil-
dren under age seven live in their own world which is only tangentially
connected to the adult world in which most of the readers of this book
live. When we attempt to take apart our child’s world with the norms,
logic, and customs of the adult world, we are in fact damaging our rela-
tionship with that child. We don’t have to worry; life will soon enough
present its constraints to our child. There’s no need to do it preemptively,
even if that was done to us by our parents.

Dealing with the world of relationships means that in order to be suc-
cessful we have to learn about emotions as well. Emotions are what bind
us together. Attempting to have even the most professional relationships
without emotion is like attempting to build a brick edifice without the use
of any cement. It may stay for a while, but it will not hold up under pres-
sure or when any significant force is applied to it.
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Whenever we try to step out of the world of openness, appreciation,
and emotion in our relationships with people, and attempt to speak with
the language of one of the other domains of competence, we are ensuring
the demise of the relationship. A sure sign that we are doing this is when
we attempt to be right in an argument rather than trying to understand.

Here’s a list of qualities and skills of relationships with others:

� qualities: empathy, reliability, openness, optimism, faith
� skills: listening (teamwork, real concerns), speaking (possibilities,

inspiration), setting standards (developing others), learning,
innovating

The third layer of the pyramid is called Facts and Events and refers to
our capacity to understand mechanisms, processes, statistics, systems,
and models. This is the layer with both the most experts within it and the
most fear attached to it. There are many of us who don’t want to enter this
domain at all and wish the experts would just handle it all for us.

The problem is that if we don’t have a rudimentary understanding of
the domain, we can’t understand the decisions being made on our behalf
and we will have a difficult time in our attempts to improve the systems
and organizations of which we are a part.

On the other hand, some people of high technical expertise attempt 
to ignore the other two domains of competence. Sometimes this works if
the expertise is vital and present in only a few individuals. The expertise,
however, may become less valued and, given that this expert has not devel-
oped relationships successfully or managed himself very well, there will 
be very little chance of him finding a place within the organization at 
that time.

Here’s a list of the qualities and skills of facts and events:

� qualities: rigor, objectivity, persistence, creativity, focus
� skills: analyzing (inhibiting factors, sources), predicting (long- and

short-term effects), simplifying (Occam’s razor), building models,
organize/prioritize/release

Sometimes strength in one domain is used to try to cover up a weak-
ness in another domain. For example, some people try to have relation-
ships or justify not having them by insisting that other people maintain
the same values and standards as they themselves have. This is an attempt
to have relationships work by using one’s capacity within the self-
management domain.
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We probably all have met people who are charming and politically sen-
sitive who acquire positions of authority and prestige because of their
ability to succeed in the relationship domain. Such people will try to avoid
making specific promises because they are weak in self-management and
will call on others to take care of any technical situation that arises in the
domain of facts and events. But can these people deal with the sometimes
harsh facts and events that present themselves? And can they sit down and
do the long, tough, sometimes boring work required to really learn some-
thing of value?

By attempting to steer the world from within only one of the domains,
we will minimize our chance of success and will make what was once our
strength into a blindness that many times leads to dismal failure.

Model Three: Components of Satisfaction 
and Effectiveness

In a way, this is the simplest model (see Figure 6.3). It is a listing of the
competencies necessary to be both satisfied and effective. They are specific
to the area in which we are working so that intelligence, for example, in
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fixing a car engine is not the same as intelligence in playing the violin or
baking a soufflé.

The so-called intelligence quotient test that many of us took as children
measured very specific types of intelligence that have to do with, it seems
to me, success in a very narrow band of activities. I wonder how someone
whose intelligence was in choreographing beautiful ballets would do on a
standard I.Q. test?

You can use my definitions of these competencies when observing
coaching clients, when assessing where breakdowns are occurring or are
likely to occur for a specific person, or when determining what the subject
of a coaching program could be.

Intellect

By intellect, I mean the capacity to make distinctions and predict the future
consequences of actions. That is to say, someone can see that if one course
of action is taken today, six months from now such-and-such an outcome
will occur. This description attempts to include both people who build
logical step-by-step processes leading to conclusions and people who make
intuitive leaps that can also turn out to be accurate. I’m also attempting
to describe intellect in the most general way without trying to describe the
various processes that go into the capacity. For example, knowing many
distinctions is a product of learning, and predicting future consequences
of action has a lot to do with understanding the interconnectedness of
systems. In any case, regardless of the origin, someone who is strong in
intellect will have the two capacities mentioned.

Emotion

Emotion here means something very different from our usual under-
standing of the term. In this model, emotion means the capacity to bring
people and events close to us when appropriate and to distance ourselves
from people and events when appropriate. It’s this telescoping ability that
I’m referring to as competence in emotion. Some people have what I call
fixed emotional distance. That is, they may hold everything very close to
themselves, thus diminishing any sense of perspective, or they may view
even the most intimate experiences of life from a great emotional distance
and are not touched by birth, death, or love. In business, sometimes it
seems as if the latter emotional distance is the one that is most fitting. It
leads, however, to a draining of interest in any topic, the inability to inspire
anyone else, and in the end, a weakening of resolve.

88 Coaching: Evoking Excellence in Others



Will

By will, I mean the capacity to make what we intend to happen actually
happen. People of extraordinary will, of course, can have their will 
seemingly exist in other people and sometimes even at a great distance.
Founders of the world’s great religions are the epitome of this. None of
them is on earth now and yet millions of people are still following through
on what each one intended to have happen.

Context

Context is the ability to build and maintain context. Yes, I know this is 
tautological, but let me tell you what I mean by context. I mean the array
of meanings, relationships, actions, and possibilities that arise once a
purpose is declared. Purpose is our dedication to the fulfillment of people
and causes beyond our own survival and comfort and the survival and
comfort of our families.

For example, once I say that my purpose is to improve education for
children in my city, I immediately have a different meaning for my own
education—backward and forward in time—a different relationship with
students, parents, teachers, administrators, and a whole long list of poten-
tial actions and new possibilities that I can address.

Our capacity to design a purpose and then bring our own life into 
alignment with it is what I mean by context. In my definition, context is
never a given; it is generated by individual people. And because of that it is
often a missing component in people’s lives. In fact, many of us never even
speak about what our purpose could be and instead work only on coping
with day-to-day situations. This lack of context, moreover, becomes readily
apparent in moments of crisis when we don’t have any criteria by which to
make decisions or when we are in an ethical dilemma and don’t know what
to do. It becomes most inescapable as we near or face our own death.

Soul

Soul is the last competency listed in this model. First of all, I don’t presume
to precisely define what I mean by soul, but it’s something like kindness,
generosity, compassion, and connectedness to the rest of humanity. I’m
trying to point to that quality in people who have what we call great souls.

This element is the one least likely to show up in performance reviews
and, at the same time, it’s the one we find most inspiring, powerful, and
admirable.
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In business, it’s been the case up until now that people have been able
to get by because they have had strong intellect and strong will—the same
qualities, by the way, that have long been developed by the military. Living
life stressing only these two elements has big consequences—one of them
being that the game, which is all-consuming while being played, imme-
diately becomes pointless as soon as we step away from it. Many workers
experience this during long vacations or shortly after retiring. Also, stress-
ing will and intellect presupposes a fixed emotional distance which leads
to much separation between such a person and family, friends, and col-
leagues. See the movie The Man in the Grey Flannel Suit for a graphic
example of this. Developing our capacity in all five of these elements will
make us more able to do our work and will also give us a greater sense of
fulfillment while doing it.

Using These Models

It seems common sense to me that we find something only when we are
looking for it. For example, we don’t notice how many red Hondas we’ve
passed on a particular day’s drive unless we are setting out to count them.
It’s not that our intent to observe brings the cars into existence, it is rather
experientially the case that the cars aren’t there for us until we intention-
ally direct our attention toward them.

The point of having presented these assessment models is to allow the
reader to make observations with them in mind. When we begin to observe
differently, new horizons of possibility begin to arise. In terms of coach-
ing, this means that we discover new, powerful explanations for behavior
and, more importantly, new openings for coaching interventions. I have
often seen coaches dumbfounded because the models of observation 
they were using could not adequately account for the behavior they were
observing, or made it seem impossible for any intervention to occur. For
example, some coaches will say, “Well, there’s nothing I can do until he
gets himself motivated,” or “Nothing can be done; she just doesn’t have it.”
Almost always I have observed in these situations that the coach only
understood the client as some kind of extension of the coach, which means
that unless the client saw things and did things the same way the coach
did, the client remained an impenetrable enigma. In such cases, I recom-
mend that coaches employ another model, speak with a third party, or 
at least recognize the limitation of their own interpretation and not insist
that their own understanding is complete, and consequently there must be
something wrong with the client. You can imagine your own frustration
if you visited a physician who could not adequately diagnose and prescribe
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for an ailment you suffered from and instead wrote you off as an insolu-
ble case, a hypochondriac, or a malingerer. None of these conclusions
would assist you in becoming healthy. I am sure we would hope that a
physician who found himself in this situation would do additional
research, call in someone with greater expertise, or interview us at greater
length in order to find additional clues to the resolution of our ailment.

In a similar way, as coaches we must not let initial confusion or frus-
tration prevent us from coming to a complete enough understanding of
our client for coaching to begin. Here are some practical ways you can go
about using the models presented to understand your clients.

Principles of Observation

1. Observe your client in a variety of situations, if possible. This will
give you the chance to begin to notice behavioral and speech pat-
terns. If our observations are limited to a narrow band of activity or
to a single event, we won’t be able to assess the degree of flexibility
in our client’s response.

2. Prepare yourself for observation by reviewing the assessment models
and resist the temptation to make conclusions based on memory
rather than on real-time observations.

3. Ask questions of your client in order to reveal more of her structural
interpretation but not to verify the assessments you’ve made. For
example, if you’ve observed a negative mood in your client, I urge
you not to ask a question such as, “Don’t you think your mood 
is cynical?” because that question will almost invariably lead to a
defensive response from your client. Instead ask a question that
could clarify whether or not the judgment you assume your client is
making is the actual judgment she made. For example, with the client
who you are assuming is cynical, you could ask, “It seems to me that
you are not going to let those folks we just met with pull the wool
over your eyes. Is that right?” If the client answers yes, that gives you
more data with which you can verify your preliminary assessment,
that some degree of cynicism is likely present.

4. Evaluate the validity of your assessment by using it to explain the
behavior you’ve observed. Predict future actions, provide an opening
for your coaching intervention, while simultaneously maintaining a
dignified, respectful relationship with the client.

5. Always keep your assessments open for reevaluation and keep
reminding yourself that there’s much about your client that will con-
tinue to remain mysterious. The mysterious unknown and perhaps
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unknowable aspects of your client are what allow for change,
improvement, and even transformation.

Applications of the Models to Our Case

To further clarify my explanation of these models, I will apply them to the
case study we have been following.

Model One: Five Elements Model

Immediate Concerns

Bob’s immediate concerns were different at each of our meetings. Some-
times he was experiencing the pressure of deadlines. Sometimes he was
distracted by the preparation he needed to do for a big presentation. At
other times, his immediate concern was whether he could get home in
time to watch his son play Little League baseball. We ought never assume
that we know what someone’s immediate concerns are, but rather we
should ask.

Commitments

Bob was committed to his wife, his two children, and their safety and
well-being. He was also committed to the success of his team at work
and the overall success of the company. He also was committed to his
exercise program and his participation in his church.

Future Possibilities

The possibility that Bob saw most clearly was that he be promoted to an
executive level so that he could enjoy the security and financial rewards
of that position. He also was dedicated to the possibility of his children
having the opportunity to attend college, travel, and be launched into
the adult world. He saw his life beyond his work career as retirement in
a warm-weather environment where he would have access to many
outdoor activities.

Personal and Cultural History

Bob grew up in southern California, went to UCLA, and got his degree
in accounting. He had been married for 15 years and had an 11-year-old
son and a 7-year-old daughter.
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Mood

For the most part, Bob found himself in the mood of frustration. He
really wanted to be promoted but he couldn’t figure out how to make
that happen and he wasn’t willing to give up.

Model Two: Domains of Competence

Self-Management

This was a very strong suit for Bob. He was clear about where he wanted
to go and was disciplined in his approach. He was reliable, did quality
work, and could be counted on to be a steady influence during crisis. He
was organized and prepared himself well for meetings.

Relationships with Others

From everything I have said so far you can probably tell that this is
where Bob needed the most development. He had to expand his ability
to understand the varying concerns of the people around him. He had
to find ways to communicate in a convincing way to people above him
in the organization and he had to learn to become more competent in
dealing with the political forces at play within his organization.

Facts and Events

By any standard Bob was an expert in his field. He had graduated at the
top of his class and kept current by reading appropriate journal articles,
speaking with others in his field, and occasionally attending seminars.
He could quickly read through financial statements and determine the
soundness of what was presented and what additional research had to
be done. In everything that I could find out, no one had ever complained
about the accuracy of his final reports.

Model Three: Components of Satisfaction and Effectiveness

Intellect

Bob had a strong intellect in accounting but had weaker intellectual
capacity in relationships. He was not very sensitive to nuances of mean-
ing, subtle emotional cues, or to the unspoken threads of meaning lying
just beneath what was being said.
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Emotion

Bob was very good at keeping an objective distance when conducting his
financial research and writing his financial reports. However, he did not
show a similar objectivity in assessing his own performance in rela-
tionships at work. In this realm he was more easily offended, was often
off balance, and sometimes had difficulty in recovering after a real or
imagined insult.

Will

Bob had a very strong will. He continuously demonstrated great deter-
mination in what was important to him. As I said earlier, he put himself
through school and got his advanced degrees and certifications while
maintaining a full-time job.

Context

Bob had never, previous to our coaching, had a serious conversation
about context. The closest approximation was some unfocused ideas
about his purpose in life which he had picked up from church and from
reading some inspirational biographies.

Soul

Kindness and compassion were very important to Bob and on many
occasions he wouldn’t take actions when he felt they violated these two
values. Intellectually he understood his connection to everyone else but
this was not real for him as a feeling or an experience.

Suggested Reading

The more profoundly and systematically we understand someone, the
more effective and lasting our coaching can be. The listed texts propose
many different models. All are helpful—none alone is the answer.

Brown, Daniel P., Jack Engler, and Ken Wilber. Transformations of Con-
sciousness. Boston: Shambhala Publications, 1986.

A compilation of essays in transpersonal psychology, a discipline 
dedicated to unifying Western and Eastern (hemispheres, not New York
and San Francisco) traditions of human healing and transformation.
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Especially helpful are the three chapters by Wilber outlining his 
model for the stages of individual human transformation. His 
model includes the essential issues for each stage and helpful inter-
ventions for each. Provides a coach with many ways to understand 
the pain and possibilities of particular clients who may be quite 
different from him- or herself.

Dinnerstein, Dorothy. The Mermaid and the Minotaur. New York: Harper
& Row, 1976.

The author delves deeply into how the roles assigned to women 
and men in our culture lead to profound suffering. Challenging. Often
irresistible in its argumentation.

Dreyfus, Hubert L., and Stuart E. Dreyfus. Mind over Machine. New York:
Macmillan, Inc., 1986.

A book about the limits of computers that sheds light on how 
people learn. Especially useful distinctions regarding the stages of
competence.

Durrell, Lawrence. Justine. Vol. 1 of The Alexandria Quartet. New York:
E. P. Dutton, 1957.

A sensuous series of four books telling the same tale from four 
perspectives. An unforgettable experience of the seduction and 
pervasiveness of interpretation. Wonderfully written. A novel, not an
explanation.

——. Balthazar. Vol. 2 of The Alexandria Quartet. New York: E. P. Dutton,
1958.

——. Mount Olive. Vol. 3 of The Alexandria Quartet. New York: E. P.
Dutton, 1958.

——. Clea. Vol. 4 of The Alexandria Quartet. New York: E. P. Dutton, 1960.

Eliot, George. Middlemarch. New York: The New American Library, 1964.
The author shows her brilliant understanding of human life by 

creating many unforgettable characters. An incredibly moving story of
loyalty and integrity.

Erikson, Erik H. Childhood and Society. New York: W. W. Norton &
Company, 1950; reprint, 1985.
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How does a culture ensure that children will be prepared to fill the
roles of adults? Erikson addresses that question and presents many
insights into the forces underlying behavior, including a well-known
listing of stages of psychological growth. Fascinating and useful.

——. The Life Cycle Completed. New York: W. W. Norton & Company,
1985.

A pithy summary of Erikson’s life work. Captures in two charts 
his decades of research and experience in how a human life unfolds,
develops pathologies, evolves, and completes. Brilliant and elegant.

Goffman, Erving. The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. New York:
Anchor Books/Doubleday, 1959.

The way you observe will be altered by reading this sociological tract,
which studies signs and artifacts for the notions of self that underlie
them.

Goleman, Daniel. Destructive Emotions: A Scientific Dialogue with the Dalai
Lama. New York: Bantam Books, 2003.

Presentation of a comprehensive dialogue on the topic between
important researchers and teachers from the Eastern and Western 
traditions. Cogent. Insightful. Worthy of thorough study.

——. Emotional Intelligence. New York: Bantam Books, 1995.
A book of colossal importance. Makes the case for bringing the study

of emotions into the workplace and into our schools. Clearly written.
Well grounded. Vital for all coaches to read.

Harré, Rom. Personal Being. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1984.

A learned text that proposes understanding people as the inter-
section of many conversations, some public, some private. A starting
place for appreciating the way language individually shapes human
beings.

Heidegger, Martin. The Basic Problems of Phenomenology. Translated by
Albert Hofstadter. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1982.

Probably the problems won’t seem basic to you, but Heidegger 
forms his text as a response to the founding issues of Western phi-
losophy (he calls them the basic problems). A closer and more expan-
sive presentation of the ideas in Being and Time.
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Keen, Sam. The Passionate Life. San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1983.
The author proposes understanding life as a series of roles/stages that

form around our relationship to love and eros. Very accessible and 
liberating.

Keleman, Stanley. Emotional Anatomy. Berkeley, CA: Center Press, 1985.
The author proposes that with education, an observer can com-

prehend the emotional life of an individual by studying his body. Full
of dramatic illustrations. Important competence for any coach. (See 
also Kurtz and Prestera, The Body Reveals.)

Kroeger, Otto, and Janet M. Thuesen. Type Talk. New York: Dell Publish-
ing, 1988.

A popular introduction to the nearly ubiquitous (in business) 
Myers-Briggs method for understanding individual preferences and
tendencies.

Kurtz, Ron, and Hector Prestera. The Body Reveals. New York: Harper &
Row, 1976.

A handbook full of examples and illustrations that argues that an
observer can determine the core issues of someone by assessing his body
with a particular set of distinctions. A vital text for any coach who
doesn’t want to be fooled by what people say about themselves. (See also
Keleman, Emotional Anatomy.)

Miller, Alice. The Drama of the Gifted Child. Translated by Hildegarde and
Hunter Hannum. New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1983. (Originally
published as Prisoners of Childhood. Frankfurt am Main, Germany:
Suhrkamp Verlag, 1979.)

The author, noted in the field of childhood development and 
trauma, explains the roots of narcissism and depression, perhaps the 
two most prevalent emotional disorders in U.S. culture today. A small
gem.

——. For Your Own Good. Translated by Ruth Ward. New York: Basic
Books, Inc./HarperCollins, 1992.

Violence is taught. Young children (and their bodies) are the students,
misguided adults are the teachers. The subtitle says it all: “Hidden
Cruelty in Child-Rearing and the Roots of Violence.” Disturbing and
convincing.
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Schutz, Alfred, and Thomas Luckmann. The Structures of the Life-World.
Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1973.

A rigorous, phenomenological examination of the origin and con-
tinuation of the structure of everyday experience. Closely argued.
Written for a professional (philosophical) audience.

Solomon, Robert C. The Passions. Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre
Dame Press, 1983.

The author claims that emotions are judgments that we make, not
mysterious forces that overtake us. Provides an extensive background 
for understanding his assertions and an encyclopedic listing of
emotions from A to Z. The last section presents many common self-
defense mechanisms. Belongs on (or near) the desk of every working
coach.

Wilber, Ken. The Atman Project. Wheaton, IL: Quest, 1980.
A detailed survey of the stages of psychological and spiritual growth.

Cross-references Western psychological and psychoanalytical models
with Eastern spiritual traditions. Comprehensive and exhaustive. Huge
bibliography.

——. No Boundary. Boston: Shambhala Publications, 1979.
A short, elegant text that quickly gets to the nub of human suffering

and proposes many practical ways to deal with it. Lucid and friendly.
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7
The Body

99

“Mr. Duffy lived a short distance from his body.”

—J J

As I said earlier in the book, maybe the most obvious part of being a
human being is that each of us has a body. Yet in our everyday world, and
especially in business, the body is often ignored. It is as if we are working
only with a person’s head where thoughts reside (and therefore intelligence
and control) and where the voice comes out. Of course, this is not the case.
For if we reflect for just a moment, we can see that the body plays a huge
role in how we act, what we feel is possible, and how we relate to others.
Given that these three topics are central to coaching, it is a mistake to ever
ignore the body in our coaching programs.

I understand in business that bringing up the body is problematic. The
topic itself brings up fear of comparison, prejudice, discrimination, and

So obvious that we often overlook it, the body is a container and
expresser of all personal habits, reactions, and knowledge. Our capac-
ity to accomplish, to connect to others, to persist in the face of difficul-
ties is determined by the state of our bodies. And yet many coaches
largely ignore the body; but by doing so they greatly diminish their
chances for success. Including the body in our assessment and design
makes our programs more dynamic and a better fit for our clients.

This chapter lays out the beginnings of a methodology and presents
a rationale for always addressing the body in our coaching work.



intimidation. Bringing up the body also seems to give rise to all the drives
and addictions associated with the body, such as alcoholism, drug addic-
tion, workaholism, sexual misconduct, and so on. It makes total sense that
coaches in business would rather ignore the topic. Yet the centrality of the
body remains. Over the years I’ve found ways of working with the body
in business. This chapter lays out the methodology of working with the
body as a coach in business situations. My basic premise is that just as ath-
letes in a particular sport need a body to support them (compare the body
of a gymnast, cyclist, long-distance runner, and rugby player to see how
each sport requires the body to be developed in a particular way), leaders
and managers within corporations also need a body that will uphold them
in doing their work.1

Centrality of the Body

All of us have habits, which include how we act, move, talk, think, and
respond. All our habits are embedded in our body, into our neuromuscu-
lar system. You can readily discover this yourself. Experiment with moving
in a different way or changing your speech patterns and you’ll quickly dis-
cover how awkward your body feels. It is as if through repetition, we’ve
worn grooves into our body making it easy for us to repeat what’s hap-
pened before and quite challenging to begin new behavior. That is why
cognitive insights, however illuminating, are in no way sufficient for 
bringing about sustained change. Our bodies seem to follow Newton’s 
laws and have their own inertia. Unless we find a skillful way of interact-
ing with the body, we will soon find ourselves and our clients back where
we started.

Our body almost always navigates by subconscious patterns based upon
our history.2 Haven’t you on some morning prepared yourself for work,
gotten in your car, and somehow arrived there without, as far as you know,
any conscious thought? We automatically walk into a meeting room and
find our habitual place without any mindful decisions on our part. We 
find ourselves on occasion being angry or fearful when somehow our body
has been triggered into a response in a way that bypassed our thought
process.3
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Many of us find ourselves unable to speak up to certain people or in
particular circumstances. My claim is our body is holding us back. We can’t
get the words out even when they are important for us to say.4 Alternately,
we sometimes have great difficulty listening to someone; it’s as if our body
has hardened and won’t let in what the person is saying.5

Many corporate clients with whom I’ve worked seem oblivious to the
effect they are having on others. They don’t notice when they’ve upset
people or alienated customers or disrespected someone. I think this
happens because these clients are not tuned into relational cues that come
through the body. Too many business people have shut down their body
so that they can work more hours, take on more projects, jet through more
time zones. Once our body is shut down, it is nearly impossible to be able
to reopen it at a moment’s notice so that we can be present and deeply
listen to someone.

I’m sure, if you observe for a few moments, that you will find that lis-
tening is a function of presence, and presence is a body phenomenon. Yes,
I know people say, “My body is here but I am somewhere else.” What they
mean by this is really that the momentum of their last or anticipated next
activity is pulling their awareness away. (In speaking about the body, I
don’t mean the body as an object like a chair or a desk. I mean the living,
exquisitely responsive, historically structured system that we both
somehow are and inhabit.) We can always become present as soon as we
settle into our body. In fact, this is the central instruction in many medi-
tation practices and martial art traditions. Being aware of our body and
what is affecting it invariably brings us into the current moment, into the
conversation we are having, into the relationship we are sharing with
someone.

Many intervention efforts fail because they do not take the body into
account. Almost no one can immediately turn a behavior that has been
practiced for years. The military has long been onto this. Notice that basic
training is 90 percent a physical event. From experience, military trainers
have learned that soldiers must have a particular kind of body to stand up
to the demands of war and they’ve found that no amount of information
can replace directly training the body.
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One last point in this section: the human body is deeply interwoven
with language and all its forms. Has it ever seemed odd to you how strongly
your body responds when someone calls you a name or insults you? We
react often before we fully hear or understand what is said to us. Words
shift our body. Pay attention the next time you are hearing a stirring piece
of oratory. Your body will likely feel energized and light. Observe your
body as you watch the news. Do you feel heaviness or lethargy? What
happens to your body when someone compliments you or when your
beloved says she loves you back? What I am describing seems so normal
that we don’t stop to wonder about how it happens. Nonetheless, it has
amazing power. Wars have been fought and thousands of people killed
because words triggered an unpleasant experience in the body of a leader.
The same triggering is happening to us and to our clients everyday
although we aren’t aware of it. Coaching that includes the body can free
us from this automatic triggering and give us a new repertory of responses.

Coaching the Body

Just as the work of Goleman and others has made it possible for us to speak
about emotions on the job, the writings of Heckler, Caldwell, Keleman,
and Kabat-Zinn are bringing us closer to the day when we can comfort-
ably speak of the body at work. Reading these authors will give you many
ideas and take you far in including the body in your coaching. What I’ll
do here is lay out a few principles, suggest some practices, and give some
examples. My intent is to spur your curiosity and spark your imagination
so that you will do further study on your own. The topic is a vast one and
worthy of many volumes on its own.

Principle 1: Creating an Observer of the Body

In order for our clients to shift their automatic responses and open up a
new horizon of possible ones, we must first become aware of how the body
reacts. To build this competence, we set our clients out to closely observe
their body in real time. Sometimes clients prefer to tell us what they
imagine their response to be or hope it is or recollect that it is instead of
doing the task of observing. Nothing can replace our clients’ observing
their own body. Do not be taken in by stories of great self-knowledge.

You will find some of your clients are quite tuned into their body and
can tell you how open they feel, how energy is moving, what intuitions are
arising somatically, and the overall state of their body. However, the vast
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majority will have long ago left the body realm to live in the world of ideas
and emotions.

You can quickly assess someone’s somatic competence by asking in 
the middle of a coaching conversation what is she feeling in her body. If
the report you get is rich in detail and slowly unfolds, your client is likely
in tune with her body. If you get a quick single word, such as “fine” or
“okay,” then it is probably the case that your client has little skill in this
area.

The baseline for observation is to be able to bring our awareness into
our body. If you’ve assessed that your client can’t do that, then you can
assign a body scan practice. A body scan is an exercise in which one slowly
brings awareness to all parts of the body, starting at the feet and includ-
ing all parts up to the head.6 A few weeks of doing a body scan every 
day will usher our client into a whole new world of sensitive interactions
with her world. As the client becomes more aware of the body, the racing
of the mind diminishes. And the world of people, events, nature, and
sensory experience comes strongly forward. Clients will begin to notice 
the music in the background when they are shopping, the color of
clothing that people are wearing, the smell of flowers as they walk by a
garden, the deep mystery and beauty on the faces of people they pass on
the street.

For some clients, this will seem a bit too much and they’ll want to retreat
to body numbness. That is because they are working on the physical capac-
ity to stay present with all the input in their everyday world, working to
undo long-standing habits. Continuing to do the body scan will help this
process of building competence to be present, as will some of the other
practices discussed later. This kind of practice will at first be foreign to
most clients.

There is not immediate payoff. A nervous system that has been wound
tight through many years of intense activity will take a while to relax and
open. A tight nervous system appears emotionally as impatience and cog-
nitively as the judgment “I’m not getting anything out of this.” As coaches,
it is important for us to anticipate these reactions and understand them
as part of the process of our client learning about her body.

A truism in coaching is that our clients will want to do practices that
reinforce where they are already. The body scan practice is one that will
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for a while feel uncomfortable and unproductive for busy clients. I urge
you to persist in your support of your client through these difficulties. The
practice will build a strong background out of which further and power-
ful changes in behavior can be made.

Once clients have the skill to tune into their body, we can ask them to
do a self-observation based upon it. Several examples of this are given at
the end of the book, but here is the general outline. Imagine a client who
has continual angry outbursts in the middle of work discussions. She’s
tried on many occasions to stop the behavior and will readily agree that 
it is counterproductive to her intentions, relationships, and identity.
Nonetheless, her resolutions have not helped.

Her self-observation would direct her to feeling exactly what was occur-
ring in her body at the moment when she was expressing anger during a
meeting. Instructions would be to feel into her jaw, into her hands, into
her eyes, into her feet, and into her breathing the same way she did during
her body scan exercises. The point in this initial exercise is for her to feel
precisely the physical experience of being taken over by her anger.

After she is able to fully describe this phenomenon, she can move onto
the next step, where the real power of change lies. She can notice what is
happening in her body just before anger takes over. What are the first shifts
in her body, in her breathing? By building this awareness, as it were, she is
installing an early warning system. She is stopping the snowball at the top
of the hill while it is still harmless, before it builds up momentum strong
enough to knock people over. As she becomes aware of the sensations of
being triggered into anger, she can observe what events preceded the trig-
gering. Was it a particular topic, a particular individual speaker, time of
day, or something else?

Once she has learned for herself the pattern of outward events that
somatically triggers into anger, she will have established enough distance
from the pattern to be able to stop it. For a while, the triggering may occur
but she will have a chance not to express it. By this, I don’t mean sup-
pressing herself. I mean instead letting the somatic event have its natural
life span of a few moments. All our somatic events would quickly depart
if we did not take them up and become their champion.

The sense of freedom that accompanies this new competence will likely
be thrilling for the client because it is probably the case that this reaction
is not only happening at work but with her spouse and children as well.
She will have discovered the power to remake how she responds, and the
competence can be applied to similar topics in her life.

Last week at a party, I was talking to a physician who had been an
internist for nearly 40 years about Bill Clinton’s quadruple bypass surgery.
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We made a few jokes about his diet and then she said that diet is impor-
tant but it is really stress that does the damage. And this is yet another
good reason to attend to the body in our coaching. Not all of us can or
want to walk away from high-stress situations. (We really do need para-
medics, emergency room physicians, high school teachers, city bus drivers,
organizational leaders, and people in high-stress jobs.) Yes, a lot can be
done to reduce stress in how we work, how we think, and in the ways we
make situations more dramatic than necessary. At the same time, though,
I feel it’s important that we can build our body’s capacity to be in chal-
lenging circumstances without undue stress. For me, there is a difference
between things we do to relieve the stress, such as going for long runs or
vacationing, and the activities we do that build our ability to stay present
in the midst of uncontrollable events or chaos. It is as if we metaphori-
cally install wire of a higher gauge that allows a greater amount of energy
to pass through without damage. There are limits to this, and I’m not
saying that we can make the most nervous person in the world into a 
bullfighter, but lots of progress can be made when we know how to go
about it.

Principle 2: The Breath

Learning to work with the breath is one of the most important ways to
build the capacity to stay present during stressful events. The Indian tra-
ditional discipline of pranayama is a powerful way to directly affect the
nervous system. There are several books in the bibliography at the end of
this chapter that can direct you exactly how to work with the breath. We
all know, however, the calming effect of slowing our breathing, breathing
deeper into our abdomen. The world can quickly settle into sharper focus
simply by shifting our breathing. When this is done as a sustained prac-
tice, under the watchful eye of a teacher, the nervous system builds its
capacity to deal with stress. At that point, the practice shifts from one of
first-aid response to one that builds capacity.

Principle 3: Body and Character

We can learn a tremendous amount about our clients by simply observ-
ing the structure of their bodies. While attending to body language can
reveal a client’s current mood or state of mind, observing structure can
show much about the character of the client. To simplify a gigantic topic,
let me talk about three classical ways of classifying the body. I know as
soon as I begin to talk about types of bodies many objections will arise.
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So let me see what I can do to allay some of these concerns. In a moment,
I will lay out a general description of each body type. No one is a pure
example of any one category. All of us are mixtures (as shown in Figure
7.1), but in almost every case a certain set of physical characteristics 
predominates. Sheldon’s insight was to connect psychological qualities
with these physical characteristics.

You’ll see as we go along that these descriptions make sense in that we
already characterize people by their body type. For example, can’t you tell
who the evil genius is in the movie by her body type? There never was an
evil scientific genius in any Hollywood movie who had the body of Arnold
Schwarzenegger. And, why is it that we are not surprised that the Rambo
character played by Sylvester Stallone barely spoke and that characters
played by Woody Allen can’t stop talking no matter how inappropriate it
is at the time? Don’t the actions and the bodies seem to go together?

In any case, please remember that the point of anything I am saying in
this book ought to be tested yourself for its pragmatic worth. If it helps
you understand yourself and your clients and helps you do your coaching
work, then it is worthwhile. Please keep applying that test. In his seminal
text, Sheldon classified bodies into three types: ectomorphs, endomorphs,
and mesomorphs. Ectomorphs are tall, thin, long-limbed, long-necked
folks. I often think of Ichabod Crane as an exemplar. People of this body
type often have complex and highly wrought nervous systems. They can
frequently live in the world of ideas as distinct from those of feeling or
action. Endomorphs are short, round diminutive bodies with short limbs.
Santa Claus is the archetypal. These folks live in the world of feeling and
put a great store by pleasure. The last type is mesomorph. These are folks
with thick, muscular bodies. For example, we have already mentioned
Sylvester Stallone and Arnold Schwarzenegger. This type of body goes with
a psychological readiness for action and a diminished interest in thought
or deep emotion.7

The first step in working with these three types is to determine which
type best describes our client. Perhaps it would be best to spend some time
observing our friends, people on the street, people in the gym, and people
at the beach until we have a working knowledge of the types in their
variety.

It is probably not necessary to share this way of assessing with our
clients. Most Western thinkers believe that their personality is expressed
through their body but is in no way shaped or limited by it. I have found
discussions along these lines with clients to be pretty fruitless even when
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I’ve pointed to the real scientific grounding for it, so it is probably best to
keep this to yourself as a basis for designing practices. Here is a chart that
can help you think through your design (see Figure 7.1 and Table 7.1). In
no way is it meant to be comprehensive, but it is a starting place.

This chart barely scratches the surface of what is possible with the body.
Please avail yourself of the books listed at the end of this chapter to further
your studies of the body. I urge you to begin with yourself and experience
the effect that attending to the body has on shifting your world. Whether
we decide to include body practices in our coaching, our clients
inescapably are engaged in body practices every day. They are sitting in the
car during the long commute or in a seat during an intercontinental jet
trip or attending meeting after meeting filled with strong emotions and
dense details. They are eating a certain diet, moving a particular way, and
using equipment that is having an impact on their body. In other words,
the body practices of our clients are in place whether consciously placed
there or not. Some of these in-place practices will work contrary to the
intentions of the coaching program and make it nearly impossible for it
to succeed.

I understand that I am bringing up a controversial topic and one that
is definitely in the blind spot of most coaches. Still, it is a vital area for all
coaches to work in and I urge you to step into it.



Figure 7.1 Body Types From BODY SCOPES by Carol Saltus and Edward

Maisel, copyright © 1986 by Carol Saltus and Edward Maisel. Used by permission

of Bantam Books, a division of Random House, Inc.
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Figure 7.1 Continued
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Figure 7.1 Continued
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Figure 7.1 Continued
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Figure 7.1 Continued
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Figure 7.1 Continued
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Suggested Reading

Here’s an eclectic collection of books with which to start your study of this
essential, fascinating topic.

Anderson, Bob. Stretching. Bolinas, CA: Shelter Publications, Inc., 1980.
An abundantly illustrated manual that shows safe, effective 

stretches for different body parts (e.g., back or shoulders) and dif-
ferent activities (e.g., running, tennis, and golf). A beautiful place to
start.

Caldwell, Christine. Getting Our Bodies Back. Boston: Shambhala Publica-
tions, 1996.

The vibrant distilled wisdom of a deeply experienced practitioner.
Presents an insightful model for undoing stubborn habits of avoidance.
Friendly. Compassionate.

Farhi, Donna. The Breathing Book. New York: Henry Holt and Company,
1996.

A primer for tuning into the breath to calm and center the
body/mind. Helpful anatomical illustrations and practical advice and
suggested practices make this book foundational.

Gendlin, Eugene T. Focusing. New York: Bantam Books, 1981.
An extraordinary book that reveals the central competence needed in

any transformation or change effect, tuning into our own deep body-
based intuition. Brilliant in clarity and instant in application.

Heckler, Richard Strozzi. The Anatomy of Change. Berkeley, CA: North
Atlantic Books, 1993.

The author, a somatic-psychotherapist, martial arts expert, consul-
tant, and teacher, shows a methodology for shifting the body so that we
are present and responsive. He’s applied his work with U.S. Marine
peacekeepers and corporate CEOs among many others.

Iyengar, B.K.S. Yoga—The Path to Holistic Health. London: Dorling
Kindersley Limited, 2001.

A generous, beautiful book that shares the accumulated wealth 
of 60 years of yoga. Gorgeous photographs, brilliant layout, and 
many illustrated yoga sequences for all types of difficulties. A 
treasure trove.
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Kabat-Zinn, Jon. Full Catastrophe Living. New York: Dell Publishing, 1991.
An unfortunate title for a splendid book. The author has worked

within many medical communities showing patients how to reduce
stress through body awareness and mindfulness.

Saltus, Carol, and Edward Maisel. Body Scopes. New York: Bantam Books,
1986.

A more modern take on somatic body types with many stories, exam-
ples, and suggested practices. Clear illustrations and helpful clues for
discerning somatic type.

Sheldon, W. H. The Varieties of Human Physique. New York: Harper &
Brothers Publishers, 1940.

The book that brought the anatomical and psychological together
into a brilliant synthesis. Many photographs and charts. Where the
terms ectomorph, endomorph, and mesomorph were introduced.
Generative and intriguing (and so of its time, 1940).
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Probably more coaching programs flounder here than anywhere else—
maybe because enrollment demands that we be human; no role or force
will fulfill the stage. Manipulation or misrepresentation is quickly shown
up. For many potential coaches, managers, teachers, and parents, the idea
of stepping out of their accustomed roles and positioning themselves as
human beings equal to their potential clients is uncomfortable and dis-
concerting. Thus, they easily slide out of coaching and into some other
mode of interacting—managing or teaching, probably. Of course, justifi-
cation accompanies the slide. Some potential coaches justify themselves 
by saying “the client was resistent” or “the timing wasn’t right.” If you find
yourself as a coach in this situation, use your discomfort as an indicator
that you are on the right path and not as a sign that you must change what
you’re doing.

Until now, the coach has been doing most of the work solo. In the next
stage, enrollment, the coach/client partnership becomes explicit and the
work shared. In enrollment, both the client and the coach make explicit
what they are committed to accomplishing in the coaching program. The
commitment of one member is not sufficient.

The second job in enrollment is to frankly discuss potential hindrances
to achieving the outcomes. At this point, the coach can refer to the assess-
ments she made. For example, perhaps the client is already very busy and
the additional work of the coaching program would be difficult to fit in.
Maybe the client has a boss, a friend, or a family member who would not
be supportive of the coaching program. Maybe the outcomes are only con-
tingently or temporarily important, leading to the likelihood that the client
will abandon them. There can be many other hindrances, and without
confronting them directly, honestly, and as completely as possible, the



most sincere-sounding commitment will turn out to be hollow, shallow,
and groundless.

Dealing with the hindrances so forthrightly may call into question what
the outcomes of the program should be, and it’s perfectly fine to go back
and change the outcomes in light of what is discussed around hindrances.
The discussions about hindrances and outcomes may also bring into ques-
tion the commitment of the client to the coach and it is often necessary
to reclarify this during the conversation.

These three topics—outcomes, mutual commitment, and hindrances—
form the scaffolding for the conversation; other subjects will naturally
present themselves. The coach can answer questions about other people
who have successfully achieved the kinds of outcomes being discussed. The
coach can also build confidence in the program’s outcome by strengthen-
ing his credibility with the client. Credibility is built by citing past suc-
cesses with similar coaching endeavors and in other ways connecting the
outcomes to the coach’s experience.

Additionally, the coach can provide logistical information, for example,
how long an activity might take, how much a piece of equipment might
cost to buy, or where a particular book might be purchased. As you may
be able to tell by now, the enrollment conversation swirls around all these
conversations and subjects.

As a coach, you’ll know this process is complete when both you and the
client know exactly what the outcomes are and what the commitment of
each is to the program, and when both have a general idea about what it
will take to achieve the outcomes.

Another way to look at this is that enrollment happens in the area where
the commitments of the coach overlap with the commitments of the client
(see Figure 8.1).
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Figure 8.1 Where Coaching Happens



As a coach, you’ll only be interested in doing the necessary work if, by
doing it, you’ll be able to further something important to you, and the
client has essentially the same point of view in terms of engaging in activ-
ities that further her commitment. A key point in enrollment then is
understanding yourself and your client.

In order to make yourself credible as a coach and to avoid any hint of
skepticism or cynicism on the part of the client, it’s usually necessary to
make explicit your commitment to doing the coaching. You’ll find that the
client more readily trusts you when it’s apparent that the program is in
each party’s mutual interest. As you no doubt have noticed, many times
people—especially in business—are suspicious of altruistic motives, and
when we attempt to present coaching as such, we may engender suspicion.
At the same time, it’s necessary to make the program attractive to the
client. As I’ve said earlier, the real point of the program is to have the client
be more able to take action on what she is already committed to, and 
not simply to fulfill the requirements of the coach. By taking both sides of
the situation into account, you’ll find it possible to balance the situation
so that both the client and the coach are able to fully commit to the
program.

The enrollment conversation itself requires that the coach listen very
intently both to what the client is saying and to what the client is keeping
silent about. The mood of the conversation is one of openness, forth-
rightness, and realistic viewing of possibilities. Be careful not to sugarcoat
the program so that it seems as if it consists solely of fulfilling obviously
wonderful outcomes. If you do that, you will find that your client becomes
immediately discouraged at the first hint of difficulty. At the same time,
do not let yourself be argued into diminishing what’s possible by the state-
ments of the client, who may be discouraged from earlier attempts to
improve.

You’ve done a good job of describing the outcomes of the program
when they are attractive to both parties and it is not obvious that they
would occur anyway, without coaching intervention. Additionally, the 
outcomes must be stated in sufficient clarity that both parties will be able
to recognize them as occurring or not and also be able to discern what
progress has been made toward them. Spend as much time as it takes to
come to such mutual understanding.

As much as possible, avoid generally descriptive words such as suc-
cessful completion or outstanding performance. Such terms are so open
to individual interpretation that it’s frequently unclear whether they’ve
been achieved or not, or whether progress is being made toward them. It’s
not that all outcomes must be reduced to a number or statistic, but they
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must be observable, and not exist solely within the private assessment of
the coach or client.

When I said above that it’s important to listen to what the client is not
saying, I was referring to the sometimes subtle concerns clients may have.
During the coaching conversation the client may be trying to appease 
the coach, or thinking of all the reasons she would give for failure, or re-
calling discouraging incidents from the past. Unless the coach is intently
observing and listening to the client, these aspects of the conversation will
not be revealed and dealt with and, as a consequence, the enrollment will
be shallow.

The notion of commitment, which is essential in enrollment, is not uni-
versally understood in the same way. As the coach, then, I recommend that
you work in the conversation to uncover what level of commitment the
client is bringing. Commitment is not a matter of all or nothing; in other
words, it’s not a matter of “doing whatever it takes.” We don’t have many
commitments like that in our lives and it doesn’t mean that someone isn’t
committed when she doesn’t act that way.

A commitment that seemed very important to us when we made it
seems less important in the face of other commitments we make later, or
in the face of unanticipated breakdowns or requests for help from people
who are dear to us. The commitment the person makes in coaching has
to fit into the whole array of commitments she is already in the middle of
fulfilling. Many of us do not understand this array of commitments. That
is to say, if we wrote down what we are committed to, we would discover
contradictions, out-of-date commitments, or more obligations than we
could fulfill. It’s simplistic to reduce this to a matter of asking someone to
make coaching a high priority, because in many instances we are not in
charge of prioritizing our actions, and we often forget what is supposed
to be our higher priority when we are in the day-to-day continuous swirl
of events.

I’m not trying to make the job sound more complex or impossible, but
rather to give you grounds upon which to appreciate the kind of com-
mitment the client brings. Perhaps by asking the following questions 
you can appreciate the way coaching fits into your client’s array of
commitments:

1. What could interrupt this coaching program for you?
2. How does coaching fit into what you’re already doing?
3. How will you respond when the program seems to be going too

slowly, or gets boring, or repetitious, or even seems pointless?
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The other side of the conversation is what commitment you’re bring-
ing as a coach. I recommend that you ask yourself these questions to clarify
your commitment as a coach. What are you willing to work through to
have the program succeed? What are you willing to give up? What will dis-
courage you? How many times can the client break a promise before you
abandon your commitment? What are you willing to change about how
you work with people in order to make the coaching program succeed?
Are you willing to be, at times, more committed than the client is?

Yet another way of thinking about enrollment is that it’s an invitation
the coach is making to the client. Invitations are very interesting requests
because they also imply a promise. First, from the request end of the invi-
tation, there is room for the invitee, in this case the client, to say yes or no,
and to modify aspects of the invitation.

Consider, for example, inviting someone to your home for a party. The
invitee can say yes or no without a negative consequence, tell you about
what time she’ll arrive, can ask if she can bring someone else, and so on.
The implicit promise made in an invitation is that, if accepted, the invitor
will do what is necessary to make it worthwhile. Naturally, we invite people
when we want them to say yes. The same is true in coaching. We initiate
it when we really want the person to accept. Haven’t you been able to tell
when someone is inviting you just because she is feeling obligated? Your
clients will be able to tell the same thing about your invitations to be
coached. They’ll be listening for your sincerity in fulfilling the implicit
promise. They’ll be listening for the depth of your commitment, and
whether or not you feel as if the program will succeed. I recommend that
you address these questions within yourself before you attempt to do
enrollment with your client.

All of this may seem like a dry academic exercise, but if enrollment stays
merely cognitive, it’s unlikely that it will be sufficiently powerful to propel
the coaching forward. As Gurdjieff and others have postulated, the human
will is not directly tied to the human intellect. Emotion fits between the
two. You’ve probably observed this when you’ve seen that people know
what to do and yet don’t do it. People who continue to smoke cigarettes
or engage in other self-destructive behavior are clear examples of what I’m
speaking about.

I’m recommending that you speak in a way that touches the emotions
of your client when you’re doing enrollment, because emotions directly
affect the will. All great coaches, in sports for example, have always 
known this and have spoken directly and sometimes exclusively to the
emotions.
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I’m not saying that your client has to cry or be moved to profound joy,
but work to find a way to have your client experience an affective con-
nection to the coaching. Naturally this will be easier or harder to accom-
plish according to the particular client, but it’s almost always possible to
find a way to stir some feeling about the subject. The more profound the
change you are going after, the more profound the emotional force neces-
sary to accomplish it. For example, if you are just coaching to improve a
pedestrian skill like designing a filing system, you don’t need much emo-
tional connection to the project. On the other hand, if you’re working with
a client to alter the direction of her life, you’ll find it important to tap into
her emotions.

You’ll be able to tell when you have made contact with the client’s 
emotions in several ways. First, some clients will tell you that they are
moved by something that is happening in the conversation or will
somehow demonstrate their feeling. Second, you will feel a deeper con-
nection with your client in a way that feels spontaneous and natural. Third,
you will notice that you are starting to have stronger feelings on the topic
yourself. To sum it up, here’s a checklist for enrollment:

1. Say what could happen in the coaching effort.
2. Declare your commitment to the client and the possible outcomes.
3. Invite the client’s commitment.
4. Confront potential hindrances.
5. Continue through steps one through four until both parties feel

complete.

Here is a summary of how enrollment went with Bob. You’ll see the
purpose and outcomes I proposed and he accepted. I wrote them after
our first conversation and after much thought. I found that the clarity
and precision of such statements brought a powerful direction to 
coaching and enormously enhanced my credibility with the client.
Additionally, when the purpose and outcome statements accurately
capture the intention of the client, they provide enormous credibility
for the coach, who is seen as someone who understands, appreciates, and
supports the client in a profound way.

The main obstacle in the enrollment conversation with Bob was
getting him to see what it would take from him to accomplish the out-
comes. At first he thought it was a matter of learning to dress differently
or reading a few books on leadership. The real changes, though, had to
be in his comprehension of the executive world, an increased com-
petence to deal with complex issues, and an understanding of the ebb
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and flow of political forces. Bob could build on some of his skills,
but he would also have to develop new ones, and most challenging of all,
he would have to abandon some long-term habits.

It was my job to keep presenting the path to Bob and do that in a way
that was simultaneously attractive and realistic. It was as if I were
enrolling him to enter training to run a marathon. Yes, there would be
benefits in his health and self-confidence, but it would also require long
hours of training, physical discomfort, and new skills in dealing with
unexpected emotions. If an enroller only emphasizes one aspect of the
program, either the benefits or the requirements, the coaching will soon
fall apart. That is because someone who doesn’t remember the point of
the work will likely soon abandon it, and someone who is initially 
prepared to deal with the obstacles will probably abandon the work 
at the first hint of difficulty.

I learned all this through years of trying out many different methods,
so I continued to speak to Bob until we had thoroughly discussed the 
range of experiences he would encounter during the coaching program.
Throughout our talk I kept assuring him that I was confident in his
ability to do it and in my competence in coaching him through the whole
process. He had many questions, mostly in the form of “What if . . . ?”
Some I answered, some I postponed until the scenario he was concerned
about actually occurred. Our conversation lasted about one and one-
half hours, and at the end we both agreed to the purpose and outcomes
presented below:

Purpose
� You will make a greater impact on people so that your career at

your company continues to progress.

Outcomes
� You will have a better understanding of how people perceive you.
� You will have a strategy for dealing with each of your important

work relationships.
� You will be seen as decisive and effective, and considered to be a

strong candidate for executive-level positions.

Suggested Reading

The four books in this list don’t directly discuss enrollment; however, each
addresses in distinctive and pertinent ways the conditions in which enroll-
ment occurs.
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Havens, Leston. Making Contact. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1986.

An original, practical presentation of how to use language to create,
conduct, and complete therapeutic partnerships.

Johnson, Vernon E. Intervention. Minneapolis, MN: Johnson Institute
Books, 1986.

Presents a powerful methodology for working with very re-
calcitrant clients. The principles are adaptable to other coaching 
structures.

Lavine, T. Z. From Socrates to Sartre: The Philosophic Quest. New York:
Bantam Books, Inc., 1984.

Every client lives within one or more of the discourses discussed in
this clear, precise survey of the Western philosophical tradition.

Tannen, Deborah. You Just Don’t Understand. New York: Ballantine Books,
1990.

A study (with many verbatim examples of relevant studies,
citations, and acute analysis) of the differences between the com-
munication styles of men and women. This book is very useful in 
untangling seemingly insoluble relational and communicative issues.
A great aid in designing and conducting coaching interventions.
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125

“He has to see on his own behalf and in his own way the relations between

means and methods employed and results achieved. Nobody else can see for

him, and he can’t see just by being ‘told,’ although the right kind of telling may

guide his seeing and thus help him to see what he needs to see.”

—J D

As was said earlier, probably the only activity you will do as a coach is speak
to your client. Sometimes you may demonstrate, at other moments you’ll
be listening, but the form your coaching mostly will take is speaking with
your client. That’s why the earlier section on language has been included.
So what do you say to your client? The most abstract way to answer the
question is to respond that you say to your client something that will allow
him to make a new observation. A more everyday way of answering is that
you will speak with your client so that he will be able to see something or
understand something or appreciate something that he couldn’t before.
But the job of a coach is beyond this way of speaking because the test of
coaching will be in the action that the client takes, not only in the obser-
vation he can make. So another part of the answer is that the coach speaks
in a way that frees the client to take action.

In this chapter you’ll read about three levels of coaching interventions,
from a single conversation to complex, multisession programs. The pro-
posed structures have been tested over time and are meant to be used
as a way to keep practicing and improving as a coach. How can you use
them in your coaching efforts?



Sometimes the first speaking the coach does at this stage is to point out
what the client is currently embedded in. The coach might, for example,
say that the complaints that have been received about the client from a
major account are probably the result of a misunderstanding about what
it is to provide customer service combined with a severe shortage of time.
The coach could go on and describe in detail obstacles, both personal 
and situational, that bind the client into his current behavior. On many
occasions, the clarity that this conversation provides will be sufficient to
liberate the client from the current situation and leave him open to try
something new.

Naturally all of these conversations can only happen if all of the earlier
steps in the flow have been attended to. Otherwise, the coach will not be
able to speak in a way that makes sense to this particular client or be able
to cite specifically what the current reality is. Additionally, if there’s not a
strong relationship in place, the client will not be open to hearing what’s
said, some of which might be bad news.

Types of Conversation

Having made these preliminary remarks, let’s move to three different types
of conversation the coach could have with the client:

� Type One: the single conversation aimed at building or sharpening a
competence

� Type Two: a more complex conversation held over several sessions
� Type Three: a profound and longer conversation intended to bring

about fundamental change

Given the scope of this book, we’ll spend most of our time studying
Type One and Type Two conversations. Because Type Three is more pro-
found, it will bring about deeper change, and readers of an introductory
text such as this may be reluctant to enter into such issues with clients.
Besides that, in most business situations there is not very much of an
opening for engaging in Type Three conversations.

Type One

Here are some examples of situations that probably can be resolved in a
single conversation. What will make these conversations coaching is that
at the end the client will be more competent. You may already be having
these conversations and not calling them coaching, but if it fits the 
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criterion of leaving the client more competent, it is a coaching conversa-
tion, regardless of its simplicity or complexity.

� Intervening in aimless complaining
� Responding to a request about how to do something
� Clarifying standards for performance and presentation
� Addressing the lack of phone etiquette in an otherwise cordial person
� Discontinuing the repetition of a simple mistake

Type Two

Type Two conversations are more complex and are usually held over sev-
eral sessions. Here are some examples of situations that probably require
more than one coaching conversation with a client to resolve.

� The client is not being open to the input of others.
� The client is not organized.
� The client is overcommitting himself.
� The client is acting timid and unassertive.
� The client must be trained to install and maintain a complex piece

of equipment.

Type Three

Type Three is a longer and more profound conversation intended to bring
about fundamental change. Following are some examples of situations that
would require this type of conversation.

� Discovering one’s life purpose
� Beginning or ending a primary relationship
� Making long-term financial commitments
� Career change
� Raising children

Type One: Single Conversations

Even a single coaching conversation must have a large background if the
products of coaching—long-term excellent performance, self-correction,
and self-generation—are to be produced. Don’t let the short duration of
time that you invest in the conversation lead you to neglect preparation.
That is to say, only when the relationship is in place, you’ve done some
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assessment, and you have observed an opening for coaching are you in the
position to approach your client to resolve a simple issue in a single 
conversation.

Outline and Example

You’re a sales manager for a group that sells accounting software. About
ten salespeople work for you in a fast-paced informal environment. Each
salesperson works in a cubicle and you have an office with no door, so it
is easy for you to overhear what is happening on the phones. On this par-
ticular morning you hear Frank being rude to the point of being obnox-
ious with one of your largest potential customers. You immediately decide
that you must do something about it because you might lose the business,
Frank may be doing this with other customers, and other salespeople have
overheard Frank and may think that his behavior is acceptable. Here’s how
such a conversation might go:

1. Enrollment

� Ask the client for permission to coach.
� Say in general what the outcomes could be.

Coach: Frank, I just overheard your conversation with the Bank of Tokyo
and it sounded to me as if it didn’t go well. I’m wondering if you
are open to discussing it with me, so that together we can discover
a way that a conversation like that could go better in the future.

Client: To say it didn’t go well is a bit of an understatement. But you know
how those people can be. Pointed in their questions and guarded
in their answers, and I can’t figure out what to do. What can I tell
you? I got, shall we say, annoyed?

2. Clarifying Intention

Ask the client:

� “What were you attempting to accomplish?”
� “Did it happen?”
� “How could you tell?”

You may think that asking “Why?” or “Why not?” is a more simple way
of speaking here, but asking that will usually trigger justification and

128 Coaching: Evoking Excellence in Others



defensiveness, and what you’re after is giving the client room to step back
and observe rather than dig in and generate excuses.

Coach: So, what were you trying to get done in that call? And were you
able to get that done?

Client: Well, I was trying to find out if they were interested in being 
able to network their northern California branches together so
that they could take advantage of one database located in San
Francisco. And I can tell you for sure that didn’t happen. What
happened instead was that I had to answer ten technical questions
to help them solve problems that they already had and deal with
five objections about how expensive our products are.

3. Revealing Thought Process

Ask the client:

� “How did you decide what to do?”
� “How did you analyze the situation?”
� “What were you feeling at the time?”

The idea here is to allow both you and the client to understand as exactly
as possible how the action came about. In other words, you are working
to reveal the structure of interpretation that led to what the client did. As
a coach, it is important throughout all of this to remain calm and open,
and to avoid reacting even if you disagree with what the client is saying,
or if you find yourself judging the client as stupid or inept. Your judgments
won’t help the situation.

Coach: Okay, Frank, once you got in the middle of that, how did you figure
out what to do? What was going on for you? How were you strate-
gizing on your feet, as it were?

Client: Uh, let’s see . . . I figured that if I could answer a few questions then
they would think I was a good guy and they would open up to me.
And then I thought that if I started to sound a little put off by their
insistence, that they would stop asking questions and start answer-
ing my questions. I was putting them a little bit into my debt so
that I could get what I wanted. And as the conversation went on
and on, I got more and more frustrated because it seemed like they
were willing to take everything I said and not give anything back.
That’s probably what you heard in my voice.
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4. Invitation to See in a New Way

Given what the client stated as the intended outcome in step two above,
you now have a chance to offer a new way of seeing the situation that can
lead to more effective action. Here is where many people stop doing coach-
ing and fall into solving problems or telling clients what to do. You will
stay out of these temptations if you trust that the client will take the 
more effective action as soon as he can see it. You will keep coaching if you
remain dedicated to providing the distinction and not recommending an
action. A simple example is inviting the client who views incoming tele-
phone calls as an interruption to instead view the caller as a customer for
whom work is being done and as someone who funds his employment. A
simple shift like that can completely reorient the way your client interacts
to an interrupting phone call. The new way of interacting leads naturally
to our next point.

Coach: You’re right, the annoyance was obvious. So let’s take a few
moments and try and look at the situation in a different way. Prob-
ably the most important thing to understand in your relationship
with the Bank of Tokyo is patience, patience, patience. I have dis-
covered over the years that big institutions take a long time to make
decisions and really have to trust the vendor before they invest.

My recommendation to you is that you understand the conver-
sation with a huge bank as a long-term project which may take a
year or more to develop, rather than a short-term project which
you can close in one conversation or two. What I’m saying is to
consider yourself a tree farmer when you are working with insti-
tutions, instead of a flower grower who is looking for growth and
change every single day.

You can count on me to support you in nurturing these long-
term relationships and not pressuring you to come to closure
quickly. Is what I’m saying making sense to you?

Client: Yeah, as you talk I’m seeing that a lot of what was going on for me
was impatience. They seemed so interested in their last phone call
that I thought they really were ready to sign. You know how it is,
even though I’ve been in this racket for a year and even though it’s
not a deal until we have a contract and a check, I was already imag-
ining driving the new car that I was going to get from this huge
commission. So yeah, yeah, yeah, I’ll be more patient and I do
appreciate your not being on my case about spending time talking
to these folks, or taking them out to lunch, or answering their
questions, or whatever it is going to take.
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5. New Actions and Offering Support

Stay with steps one through four until you feel confident that each has
been accomplished. Then ask your client what new action he will take
given the new way the situation is being observed. You can do this by
asking, “Now that you are seeing the situation in this new way, what action
will you take?” and “How will you be able to correct yourself in the future
so that your actions are consistent with your new observation?” Addition-
ally, you can be sure that you will strengthen your partnership with your
client if you ask him in what ways you can support him and then take the
action that is requested.

Coach: That’s great, Frank, and you’ve already listed some new actions that
you can take. Is there any way I can support you beyond what
you’ve already said?

Client: I don’t think so except maybe I could talk to you after my calls
with the bank, and you could give me your best feedback about
how it’s going. Maybe you could even come with me on one of the
tours they’re going to give us of their main branch next week.

Coach: I’d be glad to do both of those with you. Let me know when it’s
scheduled and I’ll clear my calendar.

The example follows the outline pretty closely, so I won’t take any more
time to make the connections which you can probably make just as well
yourself. What made the conversation with Frank work was that he could
observe how he was being in the phone conversation and see the same sit-
uation in a different way. It’s the “seeing it in a new way” that is coaching.
It’s what will bring about the products of coaching and leave Frank com-
petent in the future.

Type Two: Several Conversations

As you will recall, Type Two situations require several conversations (see
Figure 9.1). I’ll follow the same process as I did with Type One.

Conversation Number One

Background

During the first conversation, you formally establish the coaching rela-
tionship, which means that you request commitment from your client and
promise your commitment. Authentic commitment can only happen after
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you’ve honestly confronted potential interruptions to the program’s
success. The conversation usually begins with a discussion of the opening
for coaching that you have observed (see Figure 9.2). Be enrolling and
encouraging during this conversation. Remember that your client may be
unaware of what you’re speaking about. Be prepared to cite examples, to
use metaphors, and to describe your observation in different ways.
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Once your client expresses some openness or interest, move to a con-
versation in which you formally establish the coaching relationship. It is
important during the enrollment conversation that you establish your
credibility with the client. For this to occur, you must be competent to
conduct the program, respectful of your client, and skillful in dealing with
concerns, questions, or objections your client expresses.

Speak next about ways in which your client can observe what you are
talking about. Before you can do this, you must sufficiently understand
your client’s way of observing. Use one of the assessment models to deter-
mine this. It is perfectly fine for the client not to completely understand
what you’re talking about.
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The self-observation exercise that you assign during this conversation
will allow your client to come up with his own data. The point is that your
client will increase the opening for coaching. Since the point of coaching
is to alter the client’s structure of interpretation, it is more important ini-
tially to work on observation than on action.

At this juncture, you may have to reenroll your client in the program.
Don’t be alarmed. This often occurs, and a review of the conversation up
to that point will likely remind your client of the program’s benefits, your
support, and your confidence in the client’s success.

Beware any premature impulse you have to move your client into
action. You are working toward a major change. Keep focused on the long
term. The time you put into the coaching effort will more than pay for
itself in the end. Acting this way requires discipline from the coach, which
is why it’s important for the coach to continually observe himself (see
Chapter 11 on the two tracks of coaching).

End the first conversation by determining specific times and ways of
communicating. Specify how available to your client you will make your-
self for support. Last of all, schedule the date for Conversation Number
Two—usually it’s two to three weeks later.

After all those words, here is a preparation list and a summary outline
with an example conversation:

Preparation

� Prepare yourself by using an assessment model to better understand
your client (see the Assessment Exercise at the end of this chapter and
also Chapter 6).

� Write out a self-observation exercise to give to your client during the
session (see the Self-Observation Exercise at the end of this chapter
and also Appendix A).

� List three intended outcomes that could be achieved in the coaching
program. Modify them as necessary so that they’re suitable for both
client and coach.

� Consider what questions, concerns, or objections your potential
client may have and be prepared to address them.

Outline

Introduction
� What openings for coaching have you seen?
� Is the client open to being coached?
� What could happen for the client?
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Coach: Susan, I noticed during your presentation in our staff meeting on
Tuesday that there were some awkward moments for you. I know
I might be putting my foot in my mouth here, but during the 
question-and-answer period it seemed to me that there were times
when you didn’t know what to say or, to be more exact, you really
weren’t very open to what the questioner was saying. It seemed as
if you had already come to your conclusions and that was that.
Now I might be off base here, but that’s how it seemed to me and
as I thought back I remembered some other times when I saw the
same kind of interactions between you and other people on our
team. So, what do you think, Susan? Do you know what I’m talking
about?

Client: What can I say when I’m being, even if it’s in a nice way, accused
of not being open? What can I say? I guess I’m open to what you’re
saying.

Coach: Well, Susan, that’s really all it’ll take for us to work together on
this—you’re open to finding out if what I’m saying holds up or
not. It’s my view that some of the recurring problems we have dis-
cussed happened partly because of the situation we’re talking
about today. So I feel that if we could work on this and support
you in being a little bit more open in how you listen to folks, your
work would go faster and be interrupted less.

Client: Well, you know me. I really am interested in getting this stuff out
the door and if something I’m doing is getting in the way, I’m
willing to find out about it even if it’s not really comfortable. So,
how do you think we could do it?

Enrollment
� What you’ll provide
� What you ask of the client
� Possible interruptions and hindrances
� Agreement about outcomes (coach and client write these down)

Coach: Before we get into that, Susan, I really want you to know that I
fully support you in your position and that, in general, I think
you’re doing an excellent job. And you can also count on me to
support you all the way through this improvement effort that we
are talking about today. I’ll carve out time in my calendar so that
we can talk about it, and I’ll be patient with you as you are learn-
ing and discovering and changing.
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Client: Well that’s good, because the last thing I need is more pressure to
get better at this quick while I’m still trying to meet those dead-
lines at the end of the month.

Coach: Yeah, I know what you mean and I think it’s possible for us to work
on both at the same time since we both are willing to do it and we
see that it’s important. The main hindrance I see is time con-
straints, which I’m sure we can work out between us.

Client: Okay, well, if we’re going to talk about roadblocks, let me be up
front with you and say that I’m not really sure there is a basis for
what you said. I don’t want this to look like I’m just going through
the motions, so can you explain again what you are talking about?

Exercise
� Give observation exercise
� Answer questions/address concerns

Coach: My idea is that instead of telling you what I see, I’ll let you dis-
cover it for yourself. This is what I mean—for, say, the next two
weeks, whenever you are doing a presentation or answering tech-
nical questions for somebody, watch yourself very closely. Pay
special attention to your mood. I mean how open you feel to the
other people in the conversation. Notice if you feel put upon, or
pressed, or threatened in any way. Also notice what you say at 
the end of each of these situations. Take a few moments after the
conversation to jot down what you’ve noticed. And then you and
I can get together, say, in ten days and go over what you’ve dis-
covered, and we’ll see if there is any basis for what I’m speaking
about.

Client: Listen, boss, I can save you a lot of time. I don’t know what you’re
getting at, but I don’t ever feel threatened or pushed or whatever
you said.

Coach: Instead of coming to a conclusion now, let’s take some time and
do this observation experiment and see what we come up with.
What I’m asking you to do is keep an open mind and be honest
with yourself, and not to go by the conclusion you have already
made.

Support
� How you will communicate
� How available you are
� Schedule the next session
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Client: It’s only because I really trust you that I am willing to go along
with it. But I am willing to along with it, so when I get back to my
desk I’ll call up your calendar on my screen and schedule some
time at the end of next week and we’ll go from there.

Coach: Sounds good to me and if you have any questions in the mean-
time, please call me or send an e-mail message.

Sometimes it doesn’t flow so logically or smoothly, but you could prob-
ably tell in this example that it was the strength of the relationship that
made it work. The next conversation would happen about ten days later.

Conversation Number Two

Background

During this conversation, the learning from the observation exercise is put
into action. By beginning a new practice that you assign, your client will
become more competent.

Usually, the conversation begins with a report from the client on what’s
happening in the coaching program (see Figure 9.3). This conversation is,
in a way, a continuation of the follow-up you’ve had between sessions.
You’ll have more time now to address any concerns, questions, or break-
downs in more depth.

Build on what your client reports. Flesh out the observations. Find out
together in what ways observation, action, and outcomes are connected.
Use what your client reports to strengthen enrollment in the program,
review the outcomes to see what progress is being made, and assess the
efficacy of your work together. Keep listening to synthesize and to under-
stand your client better.

Next, discuss what new behavior your client could initiate that would
bring about the outcomes. See how much your client can suggest given
what was observed. Speak about what competence is necessary to success-
fully perform the behavior. This conversation naturally flows to a talk
about new practices.

Introduce the new practice(s) that you designed. Tie the practice(s) to
developing competence that will allow the client to achieve the outcomes.
Enroll the client in doing the practice(s).

The conversation ends by scheduling the next conversation (three to
four weeks later) and planning the follow-up. Your client may require more
support during this phase, because initiating a new practice frequently pre-
cipitates questions, breakdowns, and changes in behavior.
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Preparation
� What do you intend to accomplish in this session?
� What is your assessment of how the coaching program is going? Are

there any corrections to make?
� What questions or concerns is your client likely to have during this

session, especially regarding the new practices? How will you address
these?

� What questions do you have for your client?
� Design a practice for your client (see the Practice Exercise at the end

of this chapter and also Appendix B).
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Outline

Introduction and Connections
� Report from observation exercise
� Determine how program is going
� Show how what the client has observed affects behavior and 

outcomes
� Acknowledge all positive results
� Review outcomes for program

Coach: Susan, although I have a pretty good idea from some of the brief
conversations we’ve had, I’d like you to, if you would, summarize
what you’ve learned from observing yourself in the way that we
spoke about last time we met.

Client: Well, I saw that there was probably more to what you had seen
than I was willing to admit before. And I’m not exactly happy with
it now but I think you’re right—I have to relax a bit more and not
be so anxious when people start pressing in on me. Otherwise, it
starts to look like I don’t know what I’m doing or I’m trying to
hide something.

Coach: That was exactly the point of having you observe—so that you
could come to your own conclusions based upon direct observa-
tion. I caution you about something—it’s likely that you’ve been
doing this for a while and it has become a habitual response, and
so it won’t change by just wishing that it were different. It’s going
to take a concentrated, sustained effort that’s very focused.

Client: Why am I getting the distinct idea that you have something in
mind?

Changes and New Practice
� Talk about initiating new behavior: moving toward outcomes, build-

ing upon results so far
� What competence the new behavior will take
� Introduce new practice
� Integrate practice into program
� Answer questions and concerns
� Enroll client in doing practice

Coach: Funny you should mention that. Here is my idea. It’s that you start
a new way of preparing for your presentations and a new way of
conducting yourself during them.
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Besides the usual thorough research you do, look through the
list of people who are attending the meeting and ask yourself what
questions, objections, or concerns they are likely to bring up, and
then answer them in your own way before you go into the meeting.

Second, while you’re conducting your presentation or are in a
technical conversation with somebody, keep observing the way you
did before. When you begin to detect the earliest sign of closing
down, ask yourself one of two questions. The first one is, “What is
threatening me?” Second is, “Is there any real reason to feel threat-
ened?” By asking yourself these two questions, you will undoubt-
edly find that you’re not being threatened.

Sometimes people may make points at your expense or have
some political agenda going on, and sometimes people really don’t
know what they are talking about and they’re just swinging away.
The questions will remind you of all of that and return you to the
presentation you have prepared.

On the rare occasions when the questions don’t bring this
about, say this to the person who you feel is threatening you: “I’m
unclear about what you’re attempting to accomplish with your
remarks. Can you please take a moment to explain it to me, so that
I may be more responsive to you?” While your question is being
answered, you can regroup and, by listening to the response, get a
better idea about what the person is up to.

Support
� Schedule next time to speak
� Schedule next session

Client: Okay, I’ll try it. What I think I’ll do is write those questions on the
top of each page of my notes so that I can refer to them if needed.
I especially like your third point about how I can speak to some-
body who is starting to sound offensive in a way that doesn’t sound
defensive, but does move the conversation forward.

Coach: That’s the idea. So why don’t you try this out for the next month
or so and then we’ll meet and see how it went?

Client: Okay, boss, you got it.
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Conversation Number Three

Background

The challenge now is to complete the program leaving enough structure
and competence in place so that your client remains self-correcting and
self-generating (see Figure 9.4). Several pitfalls may appear during this part
of the program.

Pitfall #1: Client, in spite of observed outcomes, is convinced that no
change has happened or that it was circumstantial or that it won’t
last. Remedy: Your client has demonstrated some competence.
Continual practice will ensure continual improvement. Remind your
client of the distinctions between outcomes/competence and nega-
tive assessment/mood.

Pitfall #2: Client feels/thinks/concludes that it’s only by your continu-
ing to coach that competence will remain or outcomes will continue
to happen. Remedy: Review what has happened with your client. The
client made the commitment, did the work, made the changes, and
consequently, brought about the outcomes.
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Pitfall #3: Your client says nothing has happened. Competence has not
improved. No progress has been made on the outcomes. There’s an
edge of disappointment/despair/resignation, or maybe cynicism/
skepticism, and maybe some accusation/antagonism directed at you.
Remedy: Stay open. There’s no need to defend. Examine what has
happened—in every case something has improved, so it’s a matter of
the speed of the improvement, not its existence. Advise your client
to be patient. Add additional observation exercises, practices, or ses-
sions as necessary. In extreme cases, take what you’ve both learned
in the program and begin again at Conversation One. Be sure to redo
all of the steps, especially your assessment of the client.

If there are no pitfalls, or after you have worked through them, acknowl-
edge progress in all parts of the client’s life, and show the client his new
competence and the outcomes of it in all domains.

Speak about the new ways that people can trust and rely upon your
client. In other words, talk about the new identity the client has begun to
establish. Discuss what new possibilities this opens up for your client.

Preparation

� Read over your notes from the follow-up conversation(s)
� Review the outcomes for the program
� Have many examples of your client’s new competencies
� Answer/address the questions in the summary outline

Outline

The example cited does not address all of the points listed in the outline.
That’s because the coach and the client have an ongoing relationship in
which these topics will eventually get discussed. In situations where there
is not as much day-to-day contact, it probably makes more sense to address
the topics of “Acknowledging Progress” in all domains and “The Future”
in more detail.

Introduction
� Report results of new practice
� Progress on outcomes
� What openings? What breakdowns?
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Pitfalls (if necessary)
� Identification
� Staying open to what client says
� Reminding client of outcomes
� Leaving client self-correcting and self-generating
� Adding observation exercises, practices, or sessions as necessary
� Beginning program again if required

Acknowledging Progress
� In all domains, not only coaching topics
� New possibilities for client

– new relationships?
– new identity?
– new conversations?

� New learnings
– about self?
– about others?
– about work?
– about becoming competent?

The Future
� Addressing potential breakdowns

– what to look for
– actions to take

� Continuing to improve
– in what?
– new practices?

Example of Conversation Number Three

The conversation might go something like this. No pitfalls are encoun-
tered, but I suggest you prepare for them.

Coach: Well, from reading your e-mail messages, it sounds as if the ideas
we came up with are working pretty well for you.

Client: That’s right. I can’t say that it’s gone perfectly. There have been a
few times when I feel like I have blown it, but there is probably a
75 or 80 percent improvement. The one guy I still can’t figure out
is Kevin Brown—you know, that new college kid in marketing? He
seems to make himself into a human bulldozer whenever I start
talking. And I have said the equivalent of “shut up” to him on
several occasions in the last month.
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Coach: Here is my advice. Take him out to lunch and find out what his
story is. Find out if it’s just his style and that’s how he is with every-
one, or if there is some way you’ve offended him or what. Perhaps
you can set up a kind of signal you can give each other when it
looks as if either one of you is going to get into it, and then you
can handle it outside of the meeting.

Client: Well I’m willing to try that and maybe if that doesn’t work, you
can give it a try talking to him.

Coach: I’m willing to do that if we have to but I don’t think it’s going to
be necessary. My guess is that you’ll be able to handle it just fine.

Client: I appreciate your confidence in me and I do feel more able to keep
myself out of trouble these days. Do you have any ideas about how
I could keep getting better at this or do you feel like, you know,
I’m as good as I’m going to get?

Coach: Well, maybe the next step you could take is to ask yourself ques-
tions like, “What question am I not answering that makes this
questioner keep pressing in on me?” or, “What is it about the way
that I’m speaking that is stirring up the response I’m getting?” My
point is that you can start to hear yourself from other people’s
points of view while you’re in the middle of speaking. That way
you can correct yourself in the middle.

Client: Well, what you’ve said so far is really good, so I’m willing to go
with these other suggestions as soon as I feel more able to handle
what I’ve already started.

Summary

By now you may have forgotten where all of this began, which is with the
premise of coaching. The principle of coaching is to provide language and
practice that alter the structure of interpretation of the client. The coach
in the examples above did that. From time to time the coach did more
than that and gave specific instructions about specific activities. Perhaps
these actions could even be considered coaching because the intent was to
leave the client competent and not merely to solve the problem.

Type Three

Type One and Type Two conversations will probably cover any conversa-
tions you have at work. The coaching situation with Bob is a good illus-
tration of a Type Three conversation, so I will reference that work in the
outline below.
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Type Three conversation may be what you employ in coaching people
outside of the work environment or with people with whom you have a
profound relationship. The design elements are more intricate and prob-
ably will require more thinking on your part. But this additional work will
more than justify itself in the depth and longevity of the changes brought
about.

Some questions to address while designing the conversation are:

1. How will you specifically recognize the fulfillment of the
coaching program? List observable phenomena.

Observable phenomena are changes that both the client and the coach can
observe and agree on. Examples are speaking up more in meetings, initi-
ating new programs, completing projects on time. Being clear in your
thinking, feeling better about yourself, and having more certainty are not
phenomena that can be observed by both the coach and client and there-
fore are best not listed as outcomes for the program.

In Bob’s case, the program would be complete when:

A. He was promoted.
B. He was competent to deal successfully with the political environ-

ment at work.
C. He was able to take the necessary steps to continue on his upward

career path.
D. He was able to do all of this while still attending to his com-

mitments outside of work, including his family and his own 
well-being.

2. What distinctions must the client incorporate in order to
fulfill the outcome as specified?

To address this you’ll have to think in a new way. Instead of trying to figure
out what new actions the client must take, ask yourself what the client
must be able to observe in order to take this new action. For example, the
client must be able to observe when he is interrupting a conversation,
when he is continuing to put off taking action, or when he has stopped
listening. The word incorporate is used in its literal sense, that is, that 
distinctions must become part of the body of the client. These distinctions
become incorporated when they become part of a practice that is repeated
again and again.
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The important distinctions for Bob were:

A. That he listened from the point of view of a leader in the organi-
zation and not just a manager in the accounting department.

B. That he could detect levels of meaning and not obvious intentions
in the speaking of others at work.

C. That he could detect who was trustworthy.
D. That he could observe when his communication was having the

intended effect.
E. That he could observe as soon as his life began to go out of

balance.

3. What distinctions (e.g., belief, fear, negative assessment) must
the client abandon?

Perhaps this point is already clear, but with adult learners the greatest dif-
ficulty is in letting go of what is hindering learning. As coaches we often
make the mistake of only pointing out new distinctions, new practices,
and new actions and forget that there may be ways of observing and acting
that are in the way. Clearly, it will take a period of observation to come to
some understanding about what these distinctions are for a particular
client.

From your reading of my case study with Bob, you probably could fill
in this category yourself. Nonetheless, here are the distinctions I felt he
must abandon:

A. Being obsessed with factual truth rather than the interpretation
of events that was being acted upon at the job.

B. His strongly felt opinion that merely doing good work would lead
to the recognition he wanted.

C. That office politics were below him and that he could ignore them.
D. That everyone should of course know about his good intentions

and appreciate him for them.

4. What life-world structures (habits, relationships, practices,
etc.) maintain the hindering distinctions?

In order to bring about the outcomes of the program, the client will have
to undo structures that are getting in the way. For example, a client who
is working on being able to listen better may have to give up the habit of
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working on his computer during conference calls, or flipping through his
messages when a colleague is having a conversation with him. These are
small examples, but I’m sure you can get the point.

For Bob to make progress he had to give up these life-world struc-
tures that had supported him up until now:

A. Micromanaging his department and personally verifying every
number on every report they published.

B. Complaining about decisions upper management made instead of
looking at the forces that shaped the decisions.

C. Keeping quiet during meetings and letting his reports speak for
themselves.

5. What exercise(s)/practice(s) can you assign that will allow
your client to observe these distinctions and structures?

This is designing a breakdown. Assign an observation exercise to your
client, the point being for him to find out for himself the importance of
the program.

Following are some of the self-observation exercises I asked Bob to
engage in during our six-month program:

Focus: Gaining Strength—Initiating

� Invent, by declaration, an internal separation in yourself. Divide
yourself into two persons, one who acts/reacts in life and one who
observes and is passive in life.

� Using the following questions, begin to observe yourself in life.
Observe quietly, passively. Observe your internal states as well as what
you show the world.

� At the end of each day, scan through your day and note what 
happened and how you reacted. You may want to write notes so you
can begin to notice patterns.

1. What actions, conversations, or relationships did you initiate?
2. What other actions, conversations, or relationships were there that

you wanted to initiate but didn’t? How are you justifying that?
3. What actions, conversations, or relationships will you initiate next?

How can you ensure that what you initiate will be effective/satisfying?

Coaching Conversations 147



4. What are you learning about yourself and initiating? How and when
will you take what you’re learning into action?

Focus: Gaining Strength—Making Decisions

� Invent, by declaration, an internal separation in yourself. Divide
yourself into two persons, one who acts/reacts in life and one who
observes and is passive in life.

� Using the following questions, begin to observe yourself in life.
Observe quietly, passively. Observe your internal states as well as what
you show the world.

� At the end of each day, scan through your day and note what hap-
pened and how you reacted. You may want to write notes so you can
begin to notice patterns.

This exercise has two parts. Please attend to both parts each day.

Part I

1. What important decisions did you make?
2. How did you make those decisions?
3. Was there any conflict around your decisions? How did you deal with

the conflict?
4. How do you feel about the decisions you made today? What are you

learning about yourself and your decisions? How and when will you
take your learning into action?

Part II

1. What decisions did you avoid making? What justifications, excuses,
or stories did you employ in your avoidance?

2. When will you make the decisions?
3. What decisions will you make tomorrow? Write them down.

Use Part I and Part II of this exercise to support you in making 
decisions.

Focus: Gaining Strength—Making Requests

� Invent, by declaration, an internal separation in yourself. Divide
yourself into two persons, one who acts/reacts in life and one who
observes and is passive in life.

� Using the following questions, begin to observe yourself in life.
Observe quietly, passively. Observe your internal states as well as what
you show the world.
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� At the end of each day, scan through your day and note what hap-
pened and how you reacted. You may want to write notes so you can
begin to notice patterns.

This exercise has two parts. Please attend to both parts each day.

Part I

1. What requests did you make?
2. How successful were your requests (i.e., did what you requested

happen)?
3. What made your requests successful?
4. How do you feel about your requests? What are you learning about

yourself and requesting? When and how will you take what you’re
learning into action?

Part II

1. What requests did you avoid making? How are you justifying that?
2. When will you make the requests?
3. What requests will you make tomorrow? Write them down. What

can you do to increase the likelihood that your requests will succeed?

Use Part I and Part II of this exercise to support you in making suc-
cessful requests.

Focus: Gaining Strength—Pushing Back

� Invent, by declaration, an internal separation in yourself. Divide
yourself into two persons, one who acts/reacts in life and one who
observes and is passive in life.

� Using the following questions, begin to observe yourself in life.
Observe quietly, passively. Observe your internal states as well as what
you show the world.

� At the end of each day, scan through your day and note what hap-
pened and how you reacted. You may want to write notes so you can
begin to notice patterns.

Pushing back means declining a request, publicly questioning
someone else’s assumptions, stating what you’d prefer instead of what’s
being offered, refusing to be characterized or pigeonholed, avoiding 
being manipulated—all done with as much respect, tact, and skill as 
possible.
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1. In what ways did you push back in relationships, conversations,
meetings?

2. What happened from your pushing back? How did you feel? Did it
produce any conflict? How did you respond to the conflict?

3. Did you feel like pushing back and not do it? How are you justify-
ing that? What were the consequences of not pushing back, especially
in terms of your emotions, mood, energy?

4. What are you learning about yourself and pushing back? How and
when will you take your learning into action?

Focus: What Are My Resources?

This assignment is slightly different. It’s an inventory you complete
by both observation and research.

1. What are your greatest strengths professionally and personally?
2. Who is part of your network of support? What specific support does

each person provide?
3. What does it take for you to live the way you do? Specifically address

the question in terms of:
� monthly expenses (include yearly items such as property taxes,

etc. by dividing them by 12)
� hours dedicated to job (include travel), work at home, your

spouse/lover, your children, meal preparation, cleaning, main-
tenance of home, clothes, car, etc.

� emotional energy
� hours devoted to self-care
� any other costs, physical, mental, or monetary

4. What resources do you have to address all the costs listed in #3
above?

5. What are you learning in this exercise? Does your costs/resources
analysis require any changes on your part? What new actions will
you take from what you’re discovering?

Focus: What Do I Want for the Future?

This assignment is slightly different. It’s an inventory you complete
by both observation and research. Please answer the following questions
this week.

For each time frame listed, please answer the questions below.
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Time Frame

6 months
1 year
2 years
5 years
10 years
20 years

Questions

1. What do you want to be doing?
2. Whom do you want in your life? In what capacity?
3. What resources do you want to have?
4. What experiences do you want to be having?
5. In what ways do you want to be growing/learning?
6. In what other way could you describe your life?

Focus: Accomplishments at Work

� Invent, by declaration, an internal separation in yourself. Divide
yourself into two persons, one who acts/reacts in life and one who
observes and is passive in life.

� Using the following questions, begin to observe yourself in life.
Observe quietly, passively. Observe your internal states as well as what
you show the world.

� At the end of each day, scan through your day and note what hap-
pened and how you reacted. You may want to write notes so you can
begin to notice patterns.

1. What did you actually accomplish at work today?
2. What will this accomplishment move forward?
3. How did you decide to accomplish this?
4. What action will you take from what you observed in this exercise?

Focus: Challenging Others at Work

� Invent, by declaration, an internal separation in yourself. Divide
yourself into two persons, one who acts/reacts in life and one who
observes and is passive in life.

� Using the following questions, begin to observe yourself in life.
Observe quietly, passively. Observe your internal states as well as what
you show the world.
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� At the end of each day, scan through your day and note what hap-
pened and how you reacted. You may want to write notes so you can
begin to notice patterns.

1. Whom did you challenge today?
2. Why?
3. What were all the outcomes of this challenge?
4. What action(s) will you take from what you have observed in this

exercise?

Focus: Insistence at Work

� Invent, by declaration, an internal separation in yourself. Divide
yourself into two persons, one who acts/reacts in life and one who
observes and is passive in life.

� Using the following questions, begin to observe yourself in life.
Observe quietly, passively. Observe your internal states as well as what
you show the world.

� At the end of each day, scan through your day and note what hap-
pened and how you reacted. You may want to write notes so you can
begin to notice patterns.

1. What did you insist upon today?
2. How did you justify your insistence?
3. What were the effects of your insistence upon yourself? Upon your

work relationships?
4. What action(s) will you take from what you have observed in this

exercise?

6. What practices can you assign that will incorporate the new
distinctions (from #2 above)?

Designing practices takes creativity. If you’ve done a thorough job of
addressing question #2, you will have an easier time of designing practices.
Practices are meant to give the client a chance to make a new distinction
over and over again, and then to follow up with an action which flows
from that new observation. Perhaps remembering how you learned how
to do something yourself will help you out in designing practices. What
did you go through in learning to drive a car? Certainly the practice wasn’t
simply to get in and drive around! That might sound silly, but that is what
some people consider practice to be—just go and do it, rather than take
the steps necessary in order to do it competently. It’s as if you told the
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person whom you were coaching in typing to just sit down and start
typing, instead of going through all of the different exercises and practices
it takes to really learn how to do it.

Here is a sample of the major practices I asked Bob to do during his
program:

Focus: Discovering the Concerns of Others

For each of the people listed below, answer the following questions.
Do research to find the answers; don’t merely speculate on your own.
Remember that the answers will keep changing. You will provide baseline
information for yourself by doing the exercise. Additionally, you will begin
to strengthen your ability to think and observe in bigger contexts.

People

1. Your peers
2. Your boss
3. Your boss’s boss
4. Your three top internal customers
5. Your three top external customers
6. Your subordinates
7. The executive managing your part of the company
8. The CEO
9. The Chairman and two other board members

10. The person holding the job you want next

Questions

1. What are the three top business concerns of this person?
2. What is the career path of this person (past and future)?
3. What does this person value in a business associate?
4. What is this person’s business agenda for the next six months, twelve

months, two years, five years, ten years?
5. What is this person’s style—of working, of leadership, of communi-

cating?

Focus: Building a Network of Support

Part 1

Go back to your findings in the previous section, “Discovering the
Concerns of Others.” For each person listed (and for the additional people
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noted below), ask yourself the following questions. Then take the appro-
priate action to expand/extend your network of support.

People

1. Your peers
2. Your boss
3. Your boss’s boss
4. Your three top internal customers
5. Your three top external customers
6. Your subordinates
7. The executive managing your part of the company
8. The CEO
9. The Chairman and two other board members

10. The person holding the job you want next

Additional People

� Your counterparts in other parts of the company
� Experts in the political environment of the company
� The people you admire at work
� The people making decisions about your career

Questions

1. What concerns or breakdowns can I alleviate for this person?
2. What information, support, or guidance can I offer to this person?
3. In what other ways can I support this person?

Part 2

Make a list of people at work who can be part of your network of
support. Use the questions that follow to prompt your thinking. Keep your
eyes open for new people to include.

1. What concerns/breakdowns do I currently have that someone can
support me in?

2. What concerns/breakdowns do I anticipate having that someone can
support me in?

3. What input, information, or guidance would make my current work
easier? My future clearer?

4. Whose actions don’t I understand? Who could shed light on them
for me?

5. What future decision/policy would I like to know about in advance?
Who could help me with this?
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Focus: The Big Picture

By addressing the following questions, you will have a solid under-
standing of the big picture at your company.

1. What are the top five specific threats to your company during the
next year? The next five years? The next ten years? What ought your
company do about them?

2. What specific economic or political situations will impact your
company most in the next year, the next five years, the next ten years?
Answer this for your company as a whole, and for each major busi-
ness. Then do it by geographical area: United States and North
America, Asia, Europe, South America, Africa. What will the impact
be? What ought your company do in response?

3. What people, both within and outside of your company, will have
the most influence upon the company? What will the influence be?

7. What are the likely potential breakdowns in your client’s
enacting these practices?

The breakdowns will be in both beliefs and emotions, as well as in the
existing constraints of time and energy, priorities, resources, and so on.
Again, it will take observation of your client over time to determine what
these potential breakdowns might be.

The breakdowns I predicted for Bob were:

A. He would become discouraged by the complexity of the changes
necessary.

B. He would become impatient with how long the program took.
C. He would make the judgment that he didn’t have the necessary

skills or temperament to be an executive.

8. What will these breakdowns reveal to your client? Should you
allow the breakdowns to happen or try to prevent them?

Breakdowns aren’t bad. In fact, in a recent survey of executives, researchers
learned that it’s within breakdowns that leaders learn the most. If a break-
down is too disruptive to your client, however, he may stop the coaching
program. Weigh the benefits of what will be revealed against the emotional
and situational impact of the breakdown.
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I was very aware that I would have to keep reenrolling Bob as his
program went along. Usually during breakdown I would remind him of
the purpose of our program and I would point out that it was actually
good news to find out in a concrete way what was hindering his forward
progress. Although it may have been uncomfortable at the time when he
made such discoveries, it was these insights that showed Bob what had
been getting in the way so that he could take some appropriate action.
It was my preparation for and sensitivity to these breakdowns that
ensured that Bob would move toward his goals.

9. What support will your client require during the program,
especially during breakdown?

From knowing your client, take a moment to consider this point and
prepare for both the breakdowns you are anticipating and the inevitable
ones that will come unexpectedly.

Bob did a lot of his processing by writing in a journal and speaking
with me on the phone. These two activities seemed sufficient to support
Bob.

10. Who can provide support for your client?

The point here is that others besides you can support your client. A major
program such as the one we are in the middle of discussing will require
challenging, difficult changes in your client’s orientation and behavior. It
makes a lot of sense to have other people available to provide information
and emotional support. I recommend that you don’t make yourself into
the equivalent of a heart and lung machine for your client. Doing so will
not leave your client independent and it will leave you unnecessarily con-
stricted in your own freedom of action.

Besides me, Nancy was available to support Bob, and as he built
alliances with upper management, people in those ranks also began to
support him.

11. How could you structure this coaching program?

� What will be its duration?
� How often will you and your client meet? What will be the duration

of these meetings?
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� How much time will this program demand of your client? What other
resources?

� How often will you communicate? In what form?
� How available will you make yourself to your client?

Address all these points in your design and be open to changing them
according to what happens when you present the program to your client
and as the program progresses.

Bob’s program lasted six months. We met for six half-days and spoke
with each other on the phone weekly. The exercises I asked Bob to do
probably took between two and four hours a week. I told Bob I would
be available to him outside of our scheduled times if he encountered
something requiring our immediate attention. That did in fact happen
on several occasions during his program. I didn’t tell Bob that I was
available 24 hours a day. I did warn him that because of my other work,
I might not be able to get back to him immediately in all cases. That was
fine with him.

12. What metaphor(s) could you use to show the outcome of
the program to your client?

Let me simply give you some examples of this. For someone who is becom-
ing very distracted in the completion of a project, you could say that cur-
rently his work is like a pipe full of steam that has loose joints that allow
the steam to escape and therefore diminish the power of the apparatus.
After the coaching, the client’s work would be like a pipe with no leaks, so
that the full heat and pressure of the steam can be applied to the machine.
For someone who is disorganized and has to reorganize himself each day
or even each hour, perhaps you could use the metaphor of reading a book,
so that being disorganized is like having to begin at page one again and
again, while being organized allows one to pick up where one left off
without any loss of time or effort. For a client who is not being assertive,
perhaps you can use the metaphor of a diamond that is covered with dust,
alluding to the fact that there is nothing wrong with the diamond and that
it’s simply a matter of cleaning it off so that its true brilliance can shine—
the connection being that overcoming nonassertiveness is not a matter of
the client being adequate but of there being something in the way of his
adequacy coming across to others. Metaphors can be very memorable for
your clients and can be used to give them an intuitive feel for what success
in the program will be like.
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The essential metaphor I kept returning to with Bob was that his
executive potential was like oil buried deep beneath the ground, which
would only become valuable when it was brought to the surface. Given
that he worked for an oil company, this was an apt description for the
task of showing his aptitude for leadership to the people who could
promote him.

13. What paperwork (calendars, worksheets, etc.) would support
your client?

The more support you can give to your client the better. What have you
used to remind yourself, to keep yourself organized, or keep yourself
focused on your work?

I gave Bob all of the practices and self-observation exercises in
printed form so that he did not have to remember them. I also provided
him with a loose-leaf binder with tabs for the purpose of the program,
his journal, current self-observation, current practice, and notes.

14. How can you present this program to your client? What
questions is your client likely to have? What concerns? What
objections? How can you address these?

Sometimes I wonder if the food tastes better in a restaurant that has beau-
tiful furniture, or if we really do trust a salesperson who is well dressed. In
any case, take as much care in the presentation of your program as you
did in designing it. That way you’ll ensure an open acceptance by your
client.

From my understanding of Bob, I guessed that the most important
aspect of enrolling him in doing all of this work was establishing my
credibility. It was important for him to know that I had coached other
people successfully in accomplishing what he was setting out to do. I did
this by telling him stories of other coaching programs and reminding
him of these stories from time to time.

In developing yourself as a coach, I recommend that you begin with
Type One conversations, then move to Type Two and Type Three as you
grow more competent. Don’t try brain surgery before you know how to
administer first aid.
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Assessment Exercise

Use these questions to prepare for Conversation Number One. Base your
assessment upon actual observations.

1. What opening did you observe for coaching?
� breakdown (specify)
� enhancing a competence (specify)
� new possibility for client (specify)
� threat to social identity (specify)

2. What new competence or quality must your client have to address
the situation described in #1 above?

3. What is your potential client’s current competence in doing this?
Write down at least three examples of behavior that verify your
assessment.

Using at least one model, determine the structure of interpretation of
your potential client.

� Five Elements Model
– Immediate concerns
– Commitments
– Possibilities
– Mood
– Current history

� Domains of Competence Model
– Facts and events
– Relationships with others
– Self-management

� Components of Satisfaction/Effectiveness Model
– Intellect
– Emotion
– Will
– Context
– Soul

Self-Observation Exercise

Use these questions to design an observation exercise to present to your
client at Conversation One. A sample exercise follows the questions.
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1. What is to be observed?
2. What is the duration of the exercise?
3. What is the frequency of observation?
4. What are the exact instructions for this exercise?
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Sample Self-Observation Exercise

Beginning Date: (Today)
End Date: (Ten days from today)

1. Invent, by declaration, an internal separation in yourself. Divide
yourself into two persons, one who acts/reacts in life and one who
observes and is passive in life.

2. Begin to observe how you react in life. Observe what happens
(life) and then what you do, say, feel, think, your reactions, etc.
Observe quietly, passively. Keep noticing your judgments about
yourself, about others, about life. Observe your internal states as
well as what you show the world.

3. At the end of each day, scan through your day again and note what
happened and how you reacted.

4. Do this exercise for ten days.

Practice Exercise

Use these questions to design a practice to present to your client for Con-
versation Two. A new practice exercise is a combination of action and
reflection which captures learning and connects it back to action so that
competence improves. An example of a practice is on the following page.

1. What repeated behavior can your client do that will improve his
competence?

2. How will your client know if the action(s) is successful? What are
the standards?

3. What specifically will you ask your client to reflect upon while doing
this practice?

4. What will be the duration and structure of the practice?
5. What are the exact instructions for this exercise?
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Sample Practice Exercise for Business

Objective
To establish and maintain management practices that enable you to
identify your priorities and manage your time more effectively.

Directions
1. List all of the activities that you actually do at work.

a. Divide them into categories A, B, and C, with A being the
most important for the success of the business and C being
the least important.

b. Within each category number the activities, with #1 being
the most vital.

c. Write next to each activity how much time you spend doing
it each week or, in some cases, each month.

2. Then ask yourself:
a. Can I allocate my time more effectively? How?
b. What activities can I give to someone else?
c. What is my job at the company, really?

3. List all of the activities you wish you were doing at work, but that
you never get around to doing. Be exhaustive in your listing.

a. Divide the activities into categories and prioritize them as
above.

b. Write next to each activity how much time each week/month
it would take you to complete.

4. Then ask yourself:
a. What would be the benefit of doing this activity?
b. What recurring breakdowns could I avoid by doing this

activity?
c. What is my job at this company really?

5. Have your staff do steps #1 through #4. Then, having shared what
you wrote and having read their responses, ask them for ways 
to reorganize and/or redesign your department’s work systems,
accountability procedures, management systems, reward systems,
and training and development of staff.

6. What did you learn by doing this?



Suggested Reading

The listed books offer many different approaches to coaching. None is
applicable to all clients. Each is useful for particular clients. By becoming
familiar with many of them, a coach will be able to work successfully with
a wide array of people. If you’re interested in reading only a few, I recom-
mend the following in the order listed:

1. Educating the Reflective Practitioner, Donald Schön
2. The Path of Least Resistance, Robert Fritz
3. Shambhala, Chögyam Trungpa

Adams, James L. The Care and Feeding of Ideas. Reading, MA: Addison-
Wesley Publishing Company, 1986.

A primer in fostering and supporting creativity and innovation.

Anderson, Nancy. Work with Passion. New York: Carroll & Graf Publish-
ers, Inc., 1984.

A practical guide, replete with exercises and examples, that directs
the reader in finding a career of passion and purpose.

Argyris, Chris. Overcoming Organizational Defenses. Boston: Allyn and
Bacon, 1990.

The author is a founder of the organizational development 
discipline. He explains how it’s possible for very intelligent people 
to come together in a group and have their intelligence cut in half.
Additionally, he presents many examples of how organizations 
populated by well-meaning people “protect” themselves from change.
From his own experience, he recommends ways to overcome the
defenses.

Beckett, Liana, and Stephanie Covington. Leaving the Enchanted Forest. San
Francisco: Harper & Row, 1988.

A text intended to break the spell that romantic love has cast over
many people in our culture. Contains useful exercises. (See also
Solomon: About Love.)

Bradshaw, John. Bradshaw On: The Family. Deerfield Beach, FL: Health
Communications, Inc., 1988.

Proposes that many emotional/psychological problems have their
sources in the dynamics of family relationships. The patterns of response
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and reaction learned in the family will likely appear at some point in
an extended coaching program. The book’s distinctions can help you 
recognize these patterns for what they are.

Burns, David D. Feeling Good. New York: Signet Classics, 1980.
An introduction to cognitive therapy, which is based upon the

premise that thought initiates feelings and moods. Can be helpful in
designing self-observation exercises, and as a framework for dealing
with troubling experiences.

Dail, Hilda Lee. The Lotus and the Pool. Boston: Shambhala Publications,
1983.

Presents a process for finding a suitable career (based upon long 
experience). The approach is based upon profound human values.
The book has useful exercises and practical advice.

DePree, Max. Leadership Is an Art. New York: Doubleday, 1989.
Reading this book is like sitting under a palm tree in a beautiful oasis

while a cool breeze caresses your face. Deeply human. Credible because
of the undeniable success of the author. Inspiring.

Fournies, Ferdinand F. Coaching for Improved Work Performance. Blue
Ridge Summit, PA: Tap Books, Inc., 1978.

Not a book on coaching as presented in this text. Rather, it’s a tract
on how to use the tenets of behaviorism to manipulate the behavior of
others. Why would professional people tolerate being treated the way the
author recommends?

Fritz, Robert. The Path of Least Resistance. New York: Ballantine Books,
1984.

Proposes a methodology for creating goals and a structure that 
supports their fulfillment. Especially useful in preventing the excuses,
justifications, and self-defeating behavior people engage in around
goals. Valuable background for any coach.

Goldstein, Joseph, and Jack Kornfield. Seeking the Heart of Wisdom.
Boston: Shambhala Publications, 1987.

How to work skillfully with our human condition. Full of exercises
and recommended practices that can be taken on for life. Well written,
friendly, and nondogmatic.
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Kinlaw, Dennis C. Coaching for Commitment. San Diego, CA: University
Associates, Inc., 1989.

A collection of some of the best techniques of reflective listening, open-
ended questioning, supportive speaking, and so on. Based upon the
varied and extensive experience of the author. The presentation is clear
and well organized.

Kornfield, Jack. A Path with Heart. New York: Bantam Books, 1993.
Written by a meditation teacher who is also a clinical psychologist,

the text is a compassionate sharing of what he’s learned of
the spiritual path through personal experience and working with 
thousands of students. Thorough, understandable, and unflinching in
dealing with pitfalls on the path, from students using it to deny/avoid
psychological pain to teachers who exploit students. Each chapter has
suggested exercises and practices. A valuable resource.

MacIntyre, Alasdair. After Virtue. London: Gerald Duckworth & Co., 1981;
reprint, Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1981.

An examination of morality in an historic, philosophical context.
Very useful for coaches in showing the fundamental importance of
practices in determining who we are.

Schön, Donald A. Educating the Reflective Practitioner. San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass, Inc., 1987.

This book (and The Reflective Practitioner, which follows) reveals
the way professionals actually work, not by applying formulae, but by
learning and correcting as they go. By studying diverse disciplines, the
author shows how one can reflect-in-action and how a coach can 
contribute. Useful, readable, and realistic.

——. The Reflective Practitioner. New York: Basic Books, Inc., 1983.

Solomon, Robert C. About Love. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1988.
A book that presents a new way to understand and create romance

beyond the self-defeating narratives perpetuated by songs, novels,
movies, and television. Written by a philosopher with wit, insight, and
gentleness. (See Beckett: Leaving the Enchanted Forest.)

Starcevich, Matt M., and Steven J. Stowell. The Coach. Salt Lake City,
UT: The Center for Management and Organization Effectiveness,
1987.
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A form of coaching based upon research of successful managers.
Straightforward. Applicable to boss/subordinate scenarios at work.

Trungpa, Chögyam. Shambhala. Boston: Shambhala Publications, 1984.
Makes available the ancient, powerful approach to personal trans-

formation in the Tibetan tradition. Full of wisdom and practical 
solutions to difficult problems. Shows how to develop compassion,
generosity, and acceptance and still lead a day-to-day, in-the-world life.

Woodman, Marion. Addiction to Perfection. Toronto: Inner City Books,
1982.

A challenging, dense essay written from a Jungian perspective that
unravels the inner forces that drive many women to desperate attempts
to be perfect in body and behavior.
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Client Being Stuck

Probably the majority of our clients come to us because they feel stuck in
their life. Of course, the word “stuck” describes a wide variety of phe-
nomena. Clients can mean that they are bored, not learning anything, and
don’t see a future for themselves. They could also mean that they are
attempting to accomplish something and can’t get it to happen. Alter-
nately, they might mean they are seeing the same cycles of behavior return
again and again, at their work or in their relationships or in how they take
care of themselves. It is even used to describe existential dread or angst,
the experience when clients feel no grounding or support or meaning in
their life.

Our initial questioning will quickly clarify for us what the client means.
The central distinction with clients who report that they are stuck is the
same, regardless of the content of the experience. My feeling is that they
all share a common root. The root is feeling unheld by the world. By 
this I mean that they do not feel in their body—and consequently in their
emotions and thinking—that they have a place in the world.

In this state, they find themselves working frantically to resolve the
anxiety and frustration that invariably accompany this experience. Their

Stuck: By calling the chapter this, I want to address two topics. The first
is when the focus of the coaching is the client being stuck in his or her
job or life, and the second is what to do when our coaching (which to
us seems, of course, brilliant) is somehow leaving the client stuck.



actions become unskillful, self-defeating, and sometimes destructive. Fre-
quently they judge themselves negatively, disparage others, and cynically
turn away from whatever support is offered. They are certain that their sit-
uation is unique and complex and that what they are going through has
never happened to the same extent to anyone else. They simultaneously
feel that they have to get out of the experience and that somehow there is
no way to get out of it (because if there were a way, they would have figured
it out by now). This cognitive/emotional dilemma gives rise to the frus-
tration I just mentioned, which is quickly followed by anxiety as they begin
to worry that this may go on forever.

All this may sound terribly difficult and dramatic but that is because we
make it into that. As I said, I am proposing that the root is feeling unheld
by the world, so let me lay out what I see to be how this experience (for
the most part) unfolds. (It is because the phenomenon unfolds in this way
that it becomes complicated, and as coaches, we can get caught in this web
if we don’t know to work on the root instead of its manifestations.)

Once we feel the searing pain of not being held, we immediately, reflex-
ively look for who did this to us. We blame others, which leads to our then
acting cynically toward them. Or we blame ourselves, which amplifies our
inner voice of negative self-assessment. We do not know to explore the
pain—it seems too much and we want to move quickly away from it—and
that is where the frantic actions begin.

As coaches, instead of trying to fix all of the difficulties that arise from
the frantic activity, it is more helpful to invite the client to investigate what
the experience of being unheld is like (which will alternately be described
as lonely, misunderstood, out of place, unseen, unloved, and abandoned).
I am not talking about a psychological state that is a product of trauma or
abuse. Rather, I am pointing to a way of looking at life that seems totally
true and valid. The key to undoing it is knowing that there is a lot of truth
in the point of view but it is only looking at life from one angle.

There is no use in arguing with our clients into seeing the partiality of
their view. They’ll have to discover that what they are seeing is not the
whole story even though at the time it feels like it is. So it is true, in a way,
like the existentialists say, that we are alone. No one can feel what we are
feeling, or go through what we have to go through, or live with the con-
sequences of the choices we make. These points seem to me to be unar-
guably the case but it is also true that we are conjoined with others.

The food we eat, the water we drink, the clothes we wear, the homes we
live in, and the roads we drive on link us inseparably to everyone who has
ever lived. Our very body is a gift from the ancestors, as is the language
that we speak, which gives rise to the thoughts we have. It is not possible
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to step out of the world and, in fact, every moment the world is holding
us. We are given air to breath, gravity that holds us, trees that shade us,
and the possibility of relationship with the next person who walks by. We
forget all of this in the moment of being tripped by pain, searching for
whom to blame for it, how to escape it.

With all that as background, here is what we can do as coaches.

� First, keep in mind all that I said.
� Second, design practices that support the client to build exquisite

self-care for himself. Explore together different domains of concern
he has and how his needs in each of these can be realistically met.
The phenomena of being stuck is frequently started by a person who
is neglecting sleep, food, companionship, self-expression, exercise,
encounters with beauty; and then wonders why he feels dried up and
abandoned.

� Third, design a series of exercises that help the client to scale his
expectations. People in our culture watch too many movies and look
at too many magazines that have images of people whose lives are
“perfect.” Along with the mighty support of marketing, we conclude
our life ought to be, should be the same as we see on the screen or
in the magazines. We even conclude that we deserve it to be.

We’ve been fooled: no one’s life is like that. Movie stars have to do two
hours of makeup and have three hours of special lighting arranged so that
they can look like that. The lives of people who have great wealth and
power aren’t especially happy, in case you haven’t been noticing.1 Our
client’s expectations on this become realistic when he sees through this
mirage to how life really is. A client who watches the Olympics and then
says “I ought to be able to do that” will likely severely damage himself when
he jumps off the 10-meter diving platform attempting a triple-twisting
double somersault. That example is an obvious one, but people ruin their
lives trying to have the wealth of Bill Gates or the body of Michael Jordan.
You see how this goes when we have unrealistic expectations that aren’t
fulfilled. We feel that the world has let us down and the whole syndrome
that I’ve described above kicks in.

Once our client has taken care of his genuine needs and has set realis-
tic expectations, life begins to flow effortlessly and he begins to harmonize
with the people around him. Suddenly the world is there with all its stark
beauty and intimate tenderness. Stuckness is gone—by dissolving its roots.
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Program Being Stuck

Sooner or later, one of our coaching programs will become stuck. Our
client who seemed clear, engaged, and committed during the last session
hasn’t done his practices and seems to have forgotten everything he has
learned. We try everything we know and the same or similar keeps hap-
pening over and over. Since there is a time limit for our coaching, we begin
to feel some pressure, which further clouds our creativity. At this point, it
is easy for us to blame our client and many coaches, in fact, do just that.
They categorize the client as “uncoachable” or “uncommitted” or “not in
enough pain yet” and stop the coaching. My view is that this juncture is
the ultimate moment for coaches to learn something, and maybe the
biggest chance for our clients to have a developmental breakthrough.

It is always possible to end the coaching, but there is a lot to try out
first. Here are some suggestions. (Careful readers will notice that the
coach’s response to program stuckness is an example of the events written
about immediately above.) I am not going to attempt to list all of the pos-
sible reasons why a coaching program might be stuck. Instead, I am going
to list a series of actions you can take to move the program forward and
learn something about yourself.

1. Reexamine your initial interview of the client. What assumptions did
you make and how did you come to these? How grounded was your
assessment? What in the client’s actions are not accounted for in your
assessment? Consider redoing the intake interview, including speak-
ing to people who work with and live around your client. It is likely
that you missed something or misunderstood it.

2. Examine whether the client is acting in ways consistent with your
own “shadow.”Your shadow is a collection of unwanted qualities that
you have pushed out of your own awareness. We usually find out
about our own shadow by seeing it projected onto others. When
clients act in ways consistent with our shadow, we have a very diffi-
cult time understanding it and an impossible time intervening in it.
You can know for sure if you find yourself having a strong emotional,
personal response to your client’s actions. This usually indicates that
someone is taking actions we are afraid that we ourselves might take
and, therefore, our emotional guardians are screaming. Speak with
someone who knows you well, who is a good observer and is candid.
Ask your friend if the behavior you are seeing (remember to main-
tain confidentiality of your client) is something that could be your
shadow. If it is, seek some support yourself in working with it before
you address it with your client.
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3. Investigate whether your client has the wherewithal in his life to go
through with the coaching program. Does he have enough physical
energy, emotional reserves, and relational support? If not, address
these topics before continuing with the rest of the coaching program.

4. Change the venue where you are doing the coaching. Go for a walk
outside. Sit at the beach. Stroll through nature. Shifting the envi-
ronment often brings new topics to awareness. Moving the body also
frees people from typical thought patterns.

5. Do the coaching work in the session itself. Instead of assigning a
body scan, do it during the session. Instead of asking your client to
go to the gym to do weightlifting, have your next session at the gym.
Frequently, once the pump of practice has been primed during the
session, it is easier for it to continue outside the session.

6. Form a partnership with the client and do a forensic review of all
the work you’ve done together. Methodically go through each con-
versation, each meeting, each assignment looking for what was
unsaid, unheard, misunderstood, not addressed.

7. Has your coaching somehow brought to the surface abuse in the
client’s background? It is difficult to describe on paper, but there is
a unique sense that is somehow emotional and somatic when such
abuse is in the atmosphere. If you get any inkling of this, refer your
client to a competent, trusted therapist who specializes in abuse.
Your coaching may have to be postponed for a while or you may be
able to form a partnership with the therapist and do both simulta-
neously. If you are not sure, find a delicate, spacious way to ask your
client about it.

8. Study for a while through conversations and self-observations the
emotions your client has connected with your coaching. Emotions
are directly tied to action. Many clients habitually attempt to bypass
or suppress their emotions, which makes it very difficult to take on
new activities. The coaching for a few weeks might consist of the
client doing some very close, possibly hourly, audit of himself
emotionally.

9. Your client may have conflicting commitments. For example, he may
want the promotion but be simultaneously committed to working
less hours. Kegan and Lahey’s book shows a brilliant exercise for
revealing competing and conflicting commitments and a methodol-
ogy for addressing them.2

10. Shift the content of your coaching radically. For example, if content
has been primarily cognitive, move it fully into the body realm. Or,
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if it’s been about emotions, for a while make it about learning new
ideas. Open your creativity and expand your palate of practices.
Invite your client to do art, visit museums, travel, listen to different
music, anything that will require him to stand in a new identity at
least while doing the practice.

That list is a beginning. I intend it to spur your own creativity. As I said
previously, when clients are stuck, it is the supreme moment to learn some-
thing. If you only have clients who move along readily, you will easily
become complacent, maybe even arrogant. It is important for our devel-
opment to have our best efforts defeated from time to time and remake
ourselves. Isn’t that what we are asking our client to do?

The most important job we have as coaches is to keep ourselves in a
fluid state, never landing on a solid understanding of ourselves, others, or
life. In 500 , an ancient Greek philosopher, Thalus, said “Life is water.”
Most moderns think he got his physics wrong. He was really saying that
life is moving, life is flowing, life is a process. When we are fluid ourselves,
we harmonize with life, and as soon as we settle on an idea we begin to
harden and become less responsive. Getting stuck in our coaching work
shows us where we have become hardened and is a red flare pointing to
exactly where our work is. Will you take it up?

The longer you coach, the more you will develop your own large array
of practices and exercises. Keep working to reveal your own blind spots
and keep learning new methodologies to work with people. Even if you
are at the moment fabulously successful at your coaching work, sooner or
later, as I’ve said before, you’ll find yourself in a stuck place with a client.
At that point, you will be glad that you’ve done your own work and have
kept educating yourself. The books at the end of this chapter take up this
theme and encourage readers to expand their view of people and the
world.

Suggested Reading

These books will show you many angles on how to work when you or your
client is stuck.

Gerrish, Michael. When Working Out Isn’t Working Out. New York: St.
Martin’s Griffin, 1999.

Unique book written by a psychotherapist and exercise physiolo-
gist that shows many methods for overcoming obstacles to our 
development.
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Kegan, Robert and Lisa Laskow Lahey. How the Way We Talk Can Change
the Way We Work. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2001.

Brings (among many other gems) to the world a phenomenally 
clear, complete, and powerful process for uncovering and dissolving
competing commitments. A skillful razor for cutting through 
stuckness.

Lasater, Judith. Relax and Renew. Berkeley, CA: Rodmell Press, 1995.
The author presents gently, peacefully to the world a yoga that brings

profound rest, slowing the nervous system and rejuvenation. Many 
photographs, clear instructions, beautifully laid out. Classic handbook
for the harried.

Loeb, Paul Rogat. The Impossible Will Take a Little While. New York: Basic
Books, 2004.

Inspiration from contemporary, heroic people who speak directly 
to our heart and mind. Shows the emotional, cognitive approach 
they took to seemingly immovable forces (segregation, communism, and
apartheid). Electrifying and enlightening.

Mellin, Laurel. The Pathway. New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2003.
A book that could only be written by someone who has worked 

with the most “stuck” of people (who overeat, overwork, overspend, etc.)
for more than 20 years. Cuts to the root of self-defeating, obsessive,
stubborn behaviors with a proven methodology based upon solid
research and practical experience. Indispensable.

Schwartz, Barry. The Paradox of Choice. New York: HarperCollins, 2004.
Helps untie some of most perplexing mental knots by challenging

some of our most cherished beliefs—that more choice is better, that we
know what will make us happy, etc. Brilliant tool for illuminating the
benefits of simplicity in thought and action.

Wilson, Timothy D. Strangers to Ourselves. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2002.

The book clearly, convincingly shows us how much of ourselves we
do not know (and perhaps cannot know). The culmination of more than
30 years of study, research, and experimentation, yet jargon-free and
readily accessible. A book you’ll never get over and one you’ll want
everyone to read.
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In the first chapter we spoke about the importance of continuing to
develop ourselves while simultaneously coaching our clients. By doing this,
we stay out of the temptation to become experts, dispensers of advice and
opinion who have no experience about what it really takes to change. We
also stay grounded in the fact that when our coaching efforts fail, it can
be because of our own lack of competence, as well as limitations with the
client. Also, clients will continue to present new questions, breakdowns,
and challenges to us as coaches, and if we are going to be of use to them
it is important that we continue to become more skillful. Besides all that,
staying involved in Track Two will keep our coaching alive, vibrant, and
nurturing for us instead of becoming a rote, mechanical, deadening repe-
tition of what we’ve done dozens of times before.

I haven’t found this aspect of coaching in any other text on the topic,
but self-development seems to be a self-evident component of coaching.
Besides working with yourselves, I recommend you find colleagues,
friends, and yes, a coach, who can support you as you coach. Psychiatrists,
physicians, teachers, and lawyers all confer with peers and mentors in dif-
ficult cases. Coaches are, it seems to me, no exception to this practice.

In this chapter, I’ll present a way for coaches to continually improve.
First will be a series of questions to ask yourself while you’re coaching so

Here’s a chance to assess your coaching skills and qualities and design
a program to improve them. Also, you’ll find a series of questions that
can direct you in capturing your learning and continuously improving
as a coach.



that you can capture what you are learning and improve as you go. Next
will be the creation of an action plan to improve your competence in the
skills and qualities it takes to be a successful coach.

Truing Questions

Below is a list of questions I suggest you ask yourself while you are engaged
in coaching. The questions are listed in a kind of chronological order. The
earlier ones are most appropriate early in the coaching program and the
later ones make the most sense near or at completion of the program.

1. What am I learning about myself and others in coaching?
2. What makes my coaching most potent?
3. What in coaching makes me most uncomfortable? (Probably the

most growth can happen here.)
4. From my coaching work, what is becoming more mysterious about

people?
5. What am I discovering about the relationships I form with people?
6. What ideas of mine are being challenged in the coaching program?
7. What mood of mine seems to work best in the coaching program?
8. What don’t I understand about my client? What does this show me

about myself?
9. Am I modeling what I am coaching? If not, how am I justifying this?

Questions to ask at the end of a coaching program:

10. What did I learn about coaching?
11. What did I learn about my competence as a coach? What are my

strengths? In what can I improve?
12. What surprised me?
13. In what was I flexible? In what was I rigid? What does that show me

about myself?
14. What can I take to my next coaching program?

Self-Development Process for Coaches: 
Skills and Qualities

Following, you will find a process you can use to continually improve the
skills and qualities you’ll need as a coach. It’s also an example of a method-
ology you can employ in working with clients. It’s simple and it’s a process
you can use over and over with yourself.
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First I’ll describe each of the skills and qualities and, second, I’ll present
a simple way you can do a self-assessment. Lastly, I’ll give you a structure
that you can use to design a coaching program for yourself. As in any
coaching program, it’s probably best done in partnership with a coach, and
at some point as you work in Track Two you may want to call upon the
assistance of someone else. The process has proven to be powerful and
useful and I recommend that you get started with it.

Skills

Speaking

As I said earlier, the primary act you’ll do as a coach is speak with your
client. Speaking means to point out to your client new distinctions that
will allow him to make new observations. Also at times the coach must
speak in a way that inspires the client to see some new possibility, over-
come some obstacle, or stick with a program that is moving more slowly
than anticipated.

The form of your speaking doesn’t matter as much as does your clarity
about what you are intending. You may find yourself telling stories, you
may cite examples, you might reveal something about yourself. As you con-
tinue to coach, you’ll find your own voice. What’s important is that you
develop your competence in making new distinctions and inspiring your
clients.

Listening

Sometimes people have the notion that listening means being a human
tape recorder, that they’ve been really good at listening if they can repeat
back what’s been said to them—and for some people that might be a useful
initial step in learning to listen. Although listening as a coach includes
hearing what’s said, it goes well beyond that.

The two main intents in listening are to understand the uniqueness of
the client and situation, and to discern the root cause. Perhaps the biggest
obstacle in listening well is being quiet enough and open enough ourselves
so that we can sensitively be affected by what our client says and does. Our
understanding is affected not only by the words the client says but also by
the whole array of actions one can take while speaking, including posture,
intonation, and facial expression. Besides all that, a coach must take on the
openness of listening whenever observing the client.
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Resolving Breakdowns

If you’re going to coach people, you’re going to have to deal with break-
downs. The main task in resolving breakdowns is to stay out of emotional
reaction yourself. Allowing yourself to become upset, frustrated, angry,
or regretful does not add anything useful to your work to resolve the 
breakdown.

Can you imagine visiting an emergency room and having the physician
become as upset as the parents of an injured child? At such moments, it’s
the calmness of the physician that is most important. Otherwise, judgment
will become clouded and scattered. The second important task is to gen-
erate many possibilities—the more, the better—because many of them
may already have been entertained and disregarded by the client.

Assessing

Assessing means observing with distinctions in mind. To be competent as
an assessor, you must take time to observe, know what the standards are,
and keep out your own prejudice as much as you can. It’s a delicate matter
to keep separate what we observe from our interpretation of the observa-
tions. For example, when we see a loud conversation between two people,
we might add the interpretation that he was bullying that clerk or she was
abusing that secretary. Without a lot of comprehension of the whole
context of the situation, we can’t come to a conclusion like that. On the
other hand, just saying “I observed someone speaking loudly” usually will
be useless in terms of coaching.

In order to make a coaching assessment, we have to understand what
the person being observed was attempting to accomplish, what it means
to succeed at that accomplishment, what action she took, and the outcome
of that action. By addressing these four points precisely, you will keep your
prejudice at a minimum and you will be able to present your assessment
in a fair way to your client if necessary.

Designing

Designing means making the connection between current reality and the
desired outcomes in the coaching program, even when the program con-
sists of only one conversation. The first step in design is to understand the
current reality of the client, thus the importance of assessment. Next,
describe what competence the client will have at the end of your coach-
ing. For example, what new action will he be able to take, what better 
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decisions will he make, in what way will his sales efforts improve? Describe
the outcomes in a way that can be observed by both client and coach.

The last element is designing the path between understanding the client
and achieving the desired outcomes. The path will consist of three ele-
ments: practices the client does, a network of support the client can call
on, and a time frame by which the outcomes will occur.

Qualities

Rigor

Being rigorous means upholding the highest standards of a tradition and
applying them fairly. Mathematicians and scientists are examples of people
who must be rigorous in order to succeed. In those disciplines, the stan-
dards of excellence are well established and they are applied without excep-
tion to any and all new discoveries. Mathematicians and scientists don’t
change the standards according to whether or not they are friends or
enemies with the person whose work they are assessing.

As coaches, it’s necessary that we be rigorous so that we are seen as
scrupulously fair and as dedicated to the highest standards. If we’re only
rigorous as a coach, however, we will dissuade many potential clients from
working with us. If we’re the best coach of a particular discipline, then our
clients may have to put up with a high level of rigor. If, for example, we
are the best violin teacher in the world, clients, usually called students in
this tradition, may even have to audition to work with us, but in most sit-
uations you will find yourself in as a coach, you won’t have this luxury.

At work, you’ll find that you’ve inherited a team of people. If you are a
parent, you don’t get to select your children from a pool of eager appli-
cants. And as a school teacher, your class each year is randomly assigned
to you. Consequently, most of us must balance rigor with the other qual-
ities listed, such as patience and flexibility. As you assess yourself, see 
which side of the equation most needs balancing. Are you too rigorous
and perhaps even harsh, or are you too patient and sometimes even 
wishy-washy?

Patience

Patience is waiting without complaining. In coaching, it’s important to
remember that people change in biological time, not in electronic time. In
these days of powerful computers, we can flip through screen after screen
after screen and become impatient when it takes more than a third of a
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second to pull up a document. We rush through life. But no matter how
quickly life moves, we are always working with a biological phenomenon
when we approach people.

As was said in the chapter on openings, our habitual actions take on a
neuromuscular structure within our bodies. Long-term change requires
that we address this structure, and this process is not immediate. Even after
moments of profound insight or transformative inspiration, it still takes
time to integrate the change into your life; otherwise, the moment of
change can be like a mushroom that grows mightily during one night but,
having no roots, perishes during the heat of the following days.

Besides all that, complaining doesn’t help your coaching effort. If you
become impatient, ask yourself if the source of your impatience is your
client not meeting your expectations, and how long you think it should be
taking. Ask yourself how long you think it would take you to do the same
thing. Most of us are not adept at being patient. But by understanding
what it really takes for a human being to change, and by reflecting on our
own attempts to alter a habit, we can begin to have more realistic notions.
It’s within these notions that patience can take root.

Self-Consistency

When we apply the same standards to ourselves that we are applying to
our clients we are being self-consistent. Probably nothing will undo your
credibility as a coach more quickly than being inconsistent. You probably
have seen examples of this many times yourself. How often have you seen
leaders of an organization instruct people to initiate a process that the
leaders themselves never follow? In such cases, people disregard what’s said
to them and follow instead what’s shown to them by actions.

In one-to-one coaching of people, there’s no escaping close scrutiny by
our clients. I’m not saying that we have to be taking the same actions as
the client, but we must apply the same high standards to our actions 
just as we are applying them to the client’s actions. No amount of
personal force or organizational power will replace the necessity to be 
self-consistent.

Creativity/Flexibility

Our coaching efforts, however well designed, will almost never turn out
as planned. At such moments, it’s vital that we be creative and flexible, and
that we find a way to have high standards somehow fit the individual client.
Imagine being a Little League baseball coach and insisting that the seven-
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and eight-year-old boys on your team perform like big league “all-stars”
because, after all, those are the standards of excellence in that tradition.

Maybe none of us would do that, but we do the equivalent when we
require someone we are coaching to immediately and unconditionally
perform as an expert. We do the equivalent when we only point out what’s
missing, what’s wrong, or what’s inadequate. Different people learn at dif-
ferent rates and in different ways, and to succeed as coaches we must find
ways to have our coaching fit without diluting our commitment to the
outcome.

The Process: Working with Yourself

Here’s a way to work with yourself with these skills and qualities. First,
assess yourself according to the descriptions. I suggest you make a scale of
one to five and then take time to calibrate the scale. You calibrate the scale
by describing in exact behavioral terms what a five would be or by putting
a person who you know as the embodiment of that skill or quality at the
five level. To make it possible for you to succeed, the goal must seem pos-
sible to you. Be rigorous with yourself but also be flexible.

If you are working on patience, for example, don’t put Mother Theresa
as a five on your scale, because then there is going to be either a gigantic
distance between a one and a two or you’re not going to be on the scale.
Naturally, if you are a saint this doesn’t apply to you. After you have
assessed yourself on each of the skills and qualities, move on to the next
step. For use in the process, select one skill or quality to work on.

The next step is to write out a description of your current reality regard-
ing that skill or quality. That is to say, what are the specific actions you are
taking that display your level of competence with that skill or quality? Also,
what are the hindrances to your improving? What’s getting in the way?

The third step is to describe your intended outcomes, again in behavioral
terms. What actions would you be doing as an expression of that skill or
quality if you were as competent as you would like to be? The fourth step
is to design the path between current reality and the intended outcome.
The path consists of practices, a network of support, and a time frame.

Practices are behaviors done again and again with standards in mind,
the purpose of which is to improve a skill or quality. Only when all the
component parts are present will a practice succeed. Simply doing the
behavior over and over again doesn’t ensure that someone will become
more competent. Are you really becoming more competent in brushing
your teeth? You must also self-observe your behavior in terms of standards,
and continually correct your behavior so that it approximates the standard
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more and more closely. Even if we want to become more competent, if we
are not correcting our actions according to observable criteria, we will
never improve.

A network of support is a group of people who we can call on when we
need information, emotional support, or assistance during a breakdown.
No one has ever mastered anything on their own. Picasso had Braque and
Eliot had Ezra Pound. At some point in your program, it’s very likely that
you will become stuck or discouraged, or you may even forget about what
you are working on. It’s at those moments that a network of support will
be very useful to you.

A time frame puts sufficient structure and rigor in your program so that
you can have a sense of forward movement. At the outset of your program
give your best estimation of how long it will take. If necessary, correct your
time frame by speaking to your network of support: people who have com-
mitted themselves to your success in the program. These people will make
it more difficult for you to fool yourself or endlessly postpone. Below is
an example of how to use this process (see Figure 11.1).
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The Process: An Example

The selected skill is listening. On a calibrated scale of one to five, our imag-
inary coach Peter has assessed himself to be at level two.

Current Reality

Description of Current Reality

� Interrupting people in the middle of what they are saying
� Stop listening when I have the answer to a question that is being asked
� “Zoning out” for unknown periods of time during meetings

Hindrances

� Not enough time at work to work on this skill
� A history of social identity as an expert who must quickly solve prob-

lems and answer questions

Intended Outcome

� People who are speaking to me report that they feel that they are
heard, understood, and honored.

� I stay attentive and focused during meetings.
� I continue to listen even after I have an answer to someone’s ques-

tion or a solution for their problem.

The Plan

Practices

� Voice echoing: saying quietly to myself what other people are saying
to me as close to the moment they’re saying it as possible. The 
standard here is to be exact in what I say, so hopefully saying it right
away will make this easier. This will keep me focused during 
meetings.

� At the end of conversations with people, take a moment to tell my
conversational partner what I understood from what she said and
also that I appreciate what she said. The standard here is to contin-
ually correct my report until my conversational partner agrees that I
really understood her.
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� Keep a listening journal in which I record both my successes and my
failures in listening. I can do that by answering the following ques-
tions in my journal several times a day:
1. When did I listen attentively? How can I tell?
2. When did I stop listening to the meeting or conversation?
3. What distracted me from listening to the conversation or 

meeting?

In the journal, I will be able to discover patterns, such as people I stop
listening to or topics that I don’t listen to, and alert myself before enter-
ing into conversations with those people or on those topics. The standard
here is to recognize the patterns and to eliminate their repetition.

Network of Support

� My network of support will be three people I trust and admire whom
I will call on when I see myself unable to break a pattern, or when I
don’t know what to do in my program.

Time Frame

� The time frame will be three months.

I suggest that you work on one skill or quality at a time. Pick the one
that you consider most urgent in your development as a coach. You can
repeat the process to work on the other skills or qualities. Working with
this process, along with addressing the questions in the beginning of this
chapter, will allow you to stay alert as a coach. Keep coaching a learning
experience for yourself and improve your competence as a coach.

Often, in the initial stages of being a coach, designing practices is a
daunting challenge. Below are some questions you can use to help you
design a practice.

1. What observable behavior will be part of the practice?
2. What are the standards for performance of that behavior?
3. What will you ask your client to observe so that she/he can tell how

well she/he is performing?
4. How often will you have the client do the practice? How long will

each session last?
5. How long will the practice itself last?
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6. How often will the client stop and assess progress? What will the cri-
teria be for assessing progress?

Definitions

Practice

Behavior done again and again with the intention to improve. It’s done
with standards in mind and corrected according to those standards.

Structure

Specifies the following:

� when practice will be performed
� duration of each session
� when progress will be assessed

Feedback

A time for reflection and self-assessment. Describes what it is to be self-
observed in terms of standards and timeline. Corrections are then made
in behavior.

Network of Support

People and organizations to call on when there’s a question or breakdown.

Timeline

How long the process will take based upon the gap between current reality
and intended outcomes; also includes interim goals (milestones).

How Bob Turned Out

By following the self-observation exercises and practices shown in
Chapter 9, Bob was accepted into the pool of potential executives at his
company after about 10 months of working with the coach. Since then
he has employed his own version of these exercises to continually
improve his competence.

Through his rigorous commitment to his program, Bob accom-
plished his goals, and beyond that, became a long-term excellent 
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performer who is self-correcting and self-generating. He turned out to
be an exemplar of the power of coaching.

Suggested Reading

These books are for the coach to work with herself. They introduce a level
of rigor that keeps the coach alert and focused on the principles and values
of coaching. If you’re only selecting a few books, here are my recommen-
dations, in suggested reading order:

1. The Human Condition, Hannah Arendt
2. The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, Stephen Covey
3. Care of the Soul, Thomas Moore

Abrams, Jeremiah, and Connie Zweig, eds. Meeting the Shadow. Los
Angeles: Jeremy P. Tarcher, Inc., 1991.

A collection of essays examining the dark side of human nature. Edu-
cational, illuminating, and deflating of ego. A doorway to wholeness
and serenity. (“I would rather be whole than good.”—Carl Jung.)

Almaas, A. H. Spacecruiser Inquiry. Boston: Shambhala Publications, 2002.
Accessible presentation of A. Hameed Ali’s (writing as Almaas) 

thorough Diamond Approach work for personal transforma-
tion and development. A unique blend of depth psychology (especially
object relations theory) and spirituality (especially Sufiism and 
Buddhism).

Arendt, Hannah. The Human Condition. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1958.

A classic text that takes on the big issues of being a person. Many
powerful insights and much brilliant analysis. Very quotable. One can
work for years from the ideas presented.

Bateson, Mary Catherine. Composing a Life. New York: Atlantic Monthly
Press, 1989.

The author is the daughter of Margaret Meade and Gregory 
Bateson, a former dean of a university and an anthropologist. She writes
about her life and the lives of five women friends. She beautifully shows
the way they compose lives of meaning and caring without force or
egotism.
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Covey, Stephen R. The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People. New York: Simon
& Schuster, 1989.

A presentation of seven habits (which in the context of coaching
would be called practices) that lead to private and public victories. Easy
to follow. Many examples. Each chapter has recommendations for
moving into action.

Dass, Ram, and Paul Gorman. How Can I Help? New York: Alfred A. Knopf,
Inc., 1985.

A practical guide for people who have dedicated their lives to service.
Written with immense heart. Provides powerful context within which
one can serve without either becoming the center of the activity or
burning out with exhaustion and disillusionment.

Fischer, Norman. Taking Our Places: The Buddhist Path to Truly Growing
Up. New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2003.

A guide to genuine maturity written by a former zen abbot, poet,
father, and mentor to teens. Rich, kind, wise, and inspiring.

Goldstein, Joseph. The Experience of Insight. Boston: Shambhala 
Publications, 1976.

A flawless gem that’s an invitation to meditation practice. Clear
instructions, helpful hints, and an explanation of traditional 
teachings.

Gutman, Huck, Patrick H. Hutton, and Luther H. Martin, eds. Technolo-
gies of the Self: A Seminar with Michel Foucault. Amherst, MA:
University of Massachusetts Press, 1988.

Foucault’s last book. He addresses (in this text from a seminar) 
the traditional ways people work on their own development. Helpful in
its historical perspective, rigor, and tracing of trends of thought and
belief.

Levine, Stephen. Guided Meditations, Explorations and Healings. New York:
Anchor Books/Doubleday, 1991.

The author provides soothing, calming, and healing passages and
meditations that address many occasions of suffering: death, illness,
pain, addictions, etc. Indispensable for working skillfully and com-
passionately with the human condition.
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Mezirow, Jack, and Associates. Fostering Critical Reflection in Adulthood.
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, Inc., 1990.

This book is a collection of essays in which the authors present many
different ways to realize the goal expressed in the book’s title. By taking
on one or more of the suggested practices, coaches can become more 
skillful in self-reflection and critical thinking.

Moore, Thomas. Care of the Soul. New York: HarperCollins, 1992.
A lyrical, metaphor-rich book about how one can bring depth and

meaning to everyday activities and circumstances. The soul has its 
own language. This book alerts readers to that fact and invites them 
to listen.

Nicoll, Maurice. Psychological Commentaries on the Teaching of Gurdjieff &
Ouspensky, Volumes 1–5. Boston: Shambhala Publications, 1984.

Fabulous introduction into the importance of self-observation in
bringing about personal awakening. Unflinching, opinionated yet
deeply compassionate.

Nozick, Robert. The Examined Life. New York: Simon & Schuster, Inc.,
1989.

A collection of essays (that form one argument by book’s end)
addressing in a Socratic fashion important issues in human life, such 
as what is love, emotion, happiness, and so on. The author is a 
philosopher and the book is hard-selling from time to time. Useful in
examining one’s own views and probably not so useful in adapting 
those of the author.

Palmer, Parker J. Let Your Life Speak. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, Inc., 2000.
Very good introduction to uncovering our vocation by quietly,

patiently listening to what we are called to do with our one precious
human life, the one that’s unfolding right now.

Riso, Don Richard, and Russ Hudson. The Wisdom of the Enneagram. New
York: Bantam Books, 1999.

Fabulous presentation of a powerful, comprehensive, coherent 
traditional method for understanding and developing ourselves. Full 
of useful charts, questions, and practices. First rate.

Trungpa, Chögyam. Cutting through Spiritual Materialism. Boston:
Shambhala Publications, 1973.
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A death blow to using spiritual values or powers to get ahead in life.
A razor for separating the egotistical from the compassionate.

Zimmerman, Michael E. Eclipse of the Self. Athens, OH: Ohio University
Press, 1981.

A philosophical examination of Heidegger’s notions of authenticity.
An opportunity to investigate one’s own values and explore the basis of
one’s life.
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Conclusion

191

Instead of attempting to summarize the content of this book, I’ll attempt
here to summarize my intent in writing the book.

My view is that our life is mostly about finding a way to contribute.
Many of us have been deterred from this path early on in our lives. Addi-
tionally, some of us have concluded that it is not possible to contribute as
we want to in business. Over more than a decade I have found this not to
be the case.

In fact, this book is meant to answer the question, “How can I con-
tribute?” It is by continually asking this question that our identity and
competence as coaches will continue to unfold. Your openness to allowing
this book to contribute to you is a gift to me and for that, I thank you.





Appendix A
Self-Observations

193

All change begins with self-observation. People confuse self-observation
with self-judgment. Judgment includes a critical element that is absent
from self-observation.

Many people feel as if they are quite good at self-observation because
they have an internal voice that is continually jabbering at them: “Oh that
was stupid,” “You can do better than that,” “I don’t like this,” and so on. To
self-observe means to not become attached to or to identify with any
content of our experience, but to watch alertly, openly, passively. Many
Americans hate the word passively—especially authors and advocates of
self-help. Not acting allows self-observation to occur. We are already taking
enough actions, be they physical or mental. The point in being passive is
to have some power in intervening in the mechanicalness of thought,
action, and speech.

The general instruction for self-observation is to divide yourself into
two people, one who acts in life and one who watches. Maybe this sounds
simple to you, but you’ll find in practice that it is quite difficult. At first,
almost everyone forgets to self-observe. That’s why it makes sense to leave
reminders around, maybe notes on your mirror or computer screen to
keep bringing you back to your self-observation. Below, you’ll find exam-
ples of self-observation exercises that clients have done over the years. They
are divided into three main categories: business, relationship, and per-
sonal. It’s not that I don’t think these domains influence each other; it’s
more that by dividing a person’s life into three categories, it is easier to
observe. I recommend that you use self-observation in almost all of your
coaching efforts. It will provide powerful insights for your client, give you
more information from which to conduct your coaching, and will keep
showing you the importance of the coaching program.



Examples given are meant to illustrate a form you can use and to trigger
your own creativity. If you find a client for whom the questions seem to
apply, feel free to use them. The objective listed at the top of each exercise
is an explanation for the reader. The client’s exercise would omit this and
begin with the instructions.

Self-Observation Sample 1: Business

Objective

To become more aware of the present status of my life.

Daily Journal Questions

Please take 15–20 minutes each day and address the following questions.

1. In what ways is my life balanced (or not) today?
2. How did I take care of myself today?
3. How did I take care of my spouse today?
4. What is my attention on today?
5. What are my current breakdowns? What action will I take to resolve

them?

Weekly Journal Questions

Please take 15–20 minutes each week and address the following questions.

1. What did I learn about myself this week?
2. What did I accomplish this week?
3. What part of my life did I ignore/avoid this week?
4. At what did I become more competent this week?
5. What part of my accountability did I give away this week? What did

I learn by doing this?

Self-Observation Sample 2: Business

Objective

To become more aware of how I feel during the workday, and what I
accomplish on a daily basis.
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Instructions

Stop twice each day—at midday and at the end of the day—and ask your-
self the following questions. I suggest that you anticipate this exercise by
observing yourself throughout your day. You may wish to record your
responses in your journal.

1. What energized me most at work today?
2. What discouraged me most at work today?
3. In what ways did #1 and #2 above affect how I spent my time? What

did I accomplish?
4. What patterns do I see emerging from what I am observing in this

exercise? What action will I take about what I have observed?

Self-Observation Sample 3: Business

Objective

To become more aware of how I feel during the workday.

Instructions

Stop twice each day—at midday and at the end of the day—and ask your-
self the following questions. I suggest that you anticipate this exercise by
observing yourself throughout your day. You may wish to record your
responses in your journal.

1. What did I feel uncomfortable about doing? About saying? Why?
2. What emotions or feelings were most present for me?
3. When did I experience fear?
4. What thoughts did I have while I was feeling fear?
5. What action will I take from what I observed?

Self-Observation Sample 4: Business

Objective

To become more aware of what I am and am not accomplishing 
during my workday, why I may not be accomplishing, and how I justify
breakdowns.
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Instructions

Stop twice each day—at midday and at the end of the day—and ask your-
self the following questions. I suggest that you anticipate this exercise by
observing yourself throughout your day. You may wish to record your
responses in your journal.

1. What specific, observable outcomes did I produce?
2. What excuses, stories, or justifications do I have for not producing

the outcomes I said I would produce?
3. What events, people, or personal limitations got in the way of these

outcomes?
4. How do I feel about what I have observed here?
5. What action will I take from what I observed?

Self-Observation Sample 5: Business

Objective

To become more aware of my challenging behaviors and their 
consequences.

Instructions

Stop twice each day—at midday and at the end of the day—and ask your-
self the following questions. I suggest that you anticipate this exercise by
observing yourself throughout your day. You may wish to record your
responses in your journal.

1. Whom did I challenge today?
2. Why?
3. What were all the outcomes of this challenge?
4. What actions will I take from what I observed?

Self-Observation Sample 6: Business

Objective

To become more aware of what I am insisting upon and how it affects my
work and my relationships at work.
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Instructions

Stop twice each day—at midday and at the end of the day—and ask your-
self the following questions. I suggest that you anticipate this exercise by
observing yourself throughout your day. You may wish to record your
responses in your journal.

1. What did I insist upon today?
2. How did I justify my insistence?
3. What were the effects of my insistence upon myself? Upon my work

relationships?
4. What actions will I take from what I observed?

Self-Observation Sample 7: Business

Objective

To become more aware of my feelings at work. (A different version appears
earlier. Each was designed for a particular client.)

Instructions

Stop twice each day—at midday and at the end of the day—and ask your-
self the following questions. I suggest that you anticipate this exercise by
observing yourself throughout your day. You may wish to record your
responses in your journal.

1. What was my strongest feeling at work today?
2. What triggered this feeling?
3. How did I respond/react to this feeling?
4. What actions will I take from what I observed?

Self-Observation Sample 1: Relationship

Objective

To become more aware of my judgments of men and the reactions I trigger
in them.

Instructions

A. Do the exercise twice each day: once at midday, using the first set of
questions, and once at the end of the day, using the second set. I
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suggest that you anticipate this exercise by observing yourself
throughout your day.

B. Ask yourself the following questions. You may write your responses
in your journal if you wish.

Questions: Set #1

1. What judgments did I make of others, especially men?
2. What was the basis of my judgment?
3. How did my judgments shape my relationships with people,

especially men?
4. What action will I take from what I observed in this exercise?

Questions: Set #2

1. What reactions/responses did I trigger in men?
2. Did I intend to bring about these reactions/responses? If yes,

for what purpose?
3. What did I do to trigger these reactions/responses?
4. What action will I take from what I observed in this exercise?

Self-Observation Sample 2: Relationship

Objective

To become more aware of my relationships.

Instructions

A. Do this exercise twice each day: once at midday, once at the end of
the day.

B. Ask yourself the following questions. You may write your responses
in your journal if you wish.

1. What specific expectations did I have of other people?
2. What was I not able to fully communicate to someone?
3. Who currently feels loved, appreciated, and nurtured by me?
4. What current situations, worries, circumstances, relationships,

or breakdowns am I not able to resolve?
5. How do I feel about myself right now?

Self-Observation Sample 3: Relationship

Objective

To become more aware of how I interact with myself and in relationships.

198 Coaching: Evoking Excellence in Others



Instructions

A. Do this exercise twice each day: once at midday, once at the end of
the day.

B. Ask yourself the following questions. You may write your responses
in your journal if you wish.

1. What judgments did I make about myself?
2. In what ways did I disappoint myself?
3. When did I stop listening to someone?
4. In what ways was I better than other people I’ve encountered?
5. In what ways did I mistrust myself?
6. What did I learn from these observations and what will I do

about it?

Self-Observation Sample 4: Relationship

Objective

To become more aware of the status of my primary relationship.

Instructions

A. Do this exercise twice each day: once at midday, once at the end of
the day.

B. Ask yourself the following questions about your primary relation-
ship. You may write your responses in your journal if you wish.

1. What is not complete? What will it take to complete it?
2. What do I regret?
3. What do I resent?
4. What do I wish I did more of? What do I wish I did less of?
5. What judgments have I made about this person? About myself?
6. What do I secretly hope will happen?
7. What am I angry about? Sad about? Unresolved about? Fearful 

about?
8. What have I been unwilling to forgive?
9. What am I holding on to?

10. What am I resisting?

Self-Observation Sample 5: Relationship

Objective

To locate and study the connection between our body and how we listen.
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Instructions

A. Please observe yourself on the following points at midmorning,
noon, midafternoon, and the end of the day.

B. Please take some notes so you can begin to notice patterns. During
this period of time:

1. Whom did you resist listening to?
2. How did this happen in your body? What tension or holding

did you feel?
3. What did your breath feel like?
4. What action(s) will you take from what you learned in this

exercise?

Self-Observation Sample 6: Relationship

Objective

To locate and study the connection between our body and how we speak.

Instructions

A. Please observe yourself on the following points at midmorning,
noon, midafternoon, and the end of the day.

B. Please take some notes so you can begin to notice patterns. During
this period of time:

1. What did you want to say that you didn’t say?
2. How did this happen in your body? What tension or holding

did you feel?
3. What did your breath feel like?
4. What action(s) will you take from what you learned in this

exercise?

Self-Observation Sample 1: Personal

Objective

To become more aware of my thoughts and judgments, and how they affect
my clarity and actions around goals.
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Instructions

A. Read Bradshaw On: The Family, by John Bradshaw (1988).
B. Stop twice each day—at midday and at the end of the day—and ask

yourself the following questions. You may wish to record your
responses in your journal.

1. What is occupying my thoughts?
2. What judgments have I made about myself?
3. Whom do I feel close to now? Why?
4. What is my most important goal right now? Why?
5. What did I learn from this exercise? How will I take what I

learned into action?

Self-Observation Sample 2: Personal

Objective

I will become more aware of my feelings, thoughts, and reactions con-
cerning completion, and take action from what I learn.

Instructions

Stop twice each day—at midday and at the end of the day—and ask your-
self the following questions. You may wish to record your responses in your
journal.

1. What did I complete? Why was it important to complete this?
2. What did I leave incomplete? Why did I leave it so?
3. What do I currently feel compelled to complete? Why?
4. What will happen to me if I don’t complete these things?
5. What did I learn from this exercise? What action will I take from

what I learned?

Self-Observation Sample 3: Personal

Objective

To become more aware of my habits.
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Instructions

A. Make a list of all of the habits you wish to change.
B. Each day select a habit and answer the following questions regard-

ing this habit. Write down your answers to the questions on sepa-
rate sheets of paper.

1. What triggers this habit?
2. How do I feel when acting out this habit?
3. How do others feel when I act out this habit?

Self-Observation Sample 4: Personal

Objective

To locate and intervene in the precursors to a strong emotional response.

Instructions

A. Please observe yourself on the following points at midmorning,
noon, midafternoon, and the end of the day. Please take some notes
so you can begin to notice patterns.

B. During this period of time, what was happening just before you
became angry (or sad, or frightened, or frozen)? For example,

1. What conversation, what activity, were you engaged in?
2. What thought, decision, or conclusion did you make?
3. What body sensations, shifts of posture, changes in breathing

did you observe?
4. What action(s) will you take from what you learned in this

exercise?
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Appendix B
Practices

Practices naturally follow self-observation. A practice is a behavior that we
do again and again with the intention of improving a quality or com-
petence. In order to improve, we must be able to observe whether or not
we are doing the behavior competently and correct accordingly. Self-
observation then becomes part of every practice that we do. Here are
examples of practices that clients have taken on over the years. A practice
fades into the background when a person has done it enough times to be
able to competently perform the action effortlessly and seamlessly. For
example, many of us have practiced making right-hand turns, but proba-
bly none of us practices making right-hand turns on our way to work.
We’ve practiced enough so that we can effortlessly turn right and the
action is part of a seamless flow of driving. As you read through the fol-
lowing examples, remember that that is the intention of each practice. As
in the self-observation appendix, the categories presented will be business,
relationship, and personal. Feel free to use them as you like with yourself
or your clients.

Practice Sample 1: Business

Objective

Establish and maintain management practices that leave you with more
free time and less stress.

Recommended Actions

I urge you to begin these at once. It will take a while to have them become
habits and for people to take your new actions seriously. Be patient and
consistent.
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Part I: Scheduling Your Time

Meetings and Appointments

1. Each Friday go over your schedule for the upcoming week with your
assistant.

2. Tell your assistant at what other times you are available to meet with
people. Be sure to keep 50 percent of your time inviolate to cover the
rest of your job (see below).

3. Tell your assistant who you’re expecting to schedule time with and
how much time to allot for the meeting.

4. Ask your assistant to schedule no one else without your approval.
They get your approval by giving you a list of requestees each day.

5. After you approve a meeting, have your assistant call back the reques-
tee to firm up the meeting.

6. Have your assistant call the day before all scheduled meetings and
appointments to confirm.

Part II: How Much of What

1. Schedule a maximum amount of time you’ll work each week. Deal
with breakdowns by canceling activities instead of adding hours, so
that you can stay within your maximum time allotment.

2. Keep working your schedule to bring it to the following proportions:
15% Planning
15% Administrative activities
50% Appointments and meetings
20% Addressing breakdowns

Analyze your time each week and keep correcting the schedule.

Part III: Communication

1. Stay on top of major milestones in projects only and deal only with
breakdowns that stop people dead in the water. Give all other break-
downs back quickly.

2. Stop the flow of “F.Y.I.” information to you in priority form (e.g.,
send back voice mail that has that content (“F.Y.I.”) with a message
saying that you’ll only accept such reports via electronic mail or
memo). Use priority forms of communication, such as voice mail,
one-on-one meetings, and staff meetings, only for communication
of high priority.
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3. Stop being a conduit for ordinary communication flow. Link people
together and let them work it out.

Part IV: Miscellaneous (but Important)

Bring your lunch to work. That way you can have healthy food on hand
and not be subject to whatever the vending machines provide.

Practice Sample 2: Business

Objective

To further your subordinates’ career development plans.

Directions

Meet with each of your subordinates quarterly.

Background

Initiating and supporting career development plans for your subordinates
is an important part of your managerial responsibilities. Your role is to
provide feedback about performance, to suggest the next developmental
step for them, and to assign work to support that development (see 
Figure B.1).

Preparing

1. What are the three main strengths of this person? Cite three 
examples.

2. What is the current greatest performance issue with this person? Cite
three examples.

3. What type of assignment would most strengthen this person?

Follow-Up

Observe progress and correct your plan accordingly. Keep up with follow-
up dates.
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Practice Sample 3: Business

Assignment Management Form

The purpose of this form (see Figure B.2) is to facilitate supervision and
monitoring of the work of your subordinates. Make photocopies and label
each form with the name of an individual who works for you. Fill in and
update the information in the columns during your weekly meetings with
your subordinates.

You can also use the form as a reference when information is requested
of you and when you are assigning work. Be diligent and rigorous in filling
out the form and in following up.

Practice Sample 4: Business

Issue Inventory Form

Use this form (see Figure B.3) for support in planning, recording, and
learning from your speaking up about important issues at work.

Take some time each week (15–20 minutes) and scan through events,
conversations, meetings, and your reading at work. Pick out the issues that
seem most important to you, your boss, peers, or subordinates. Then fill
in the first and second column of the form. As your thinking around the
issues clarifies, fill in the next two columns. Use the last column as a place
to record what happened so that you can keep improving this process for
yourself.

Practice Sample 5: Business

Objective

Establish and maintain management practices that enable you to identify
your priorities and manage your time more effectively.

Directions

1. List all of the activities that you actually do at work.
a. Divide them into categories A, B, and C, with A being the most

important for the success of the business and C being the least
important.

b. Within each category number the activities, with #1 being the
most vital.
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c. Write next to each activity how much time you spend doing it
each week or, in some cases, each month.

2. Then ask yourself:
a. Can I allocate my time more effectively? How?
b. What activities can I give to someone else?
c. What is my job at the company, really?

3. List all of the activities you wish you were doing at work but that
you never get around to doing. Be exhaustive in your listing.

a. Divide the activities into categories and prioritize them as above.
b. Write next to each activity how much time each week/

month it would take you to complete.
4. Then ask yourself:

a. What would be the benefit of doing this activity?
b. What recurring breakdowns could I avoid by doing this activity?
c. What is my job at this company, really?

5. Have your staff do #1, #2, #3, and #4. Then, having shared what you
wrote and having read their responses, ask them for ways to reorga-
nize, redesign your department’s work systems, accountability, man-
agement systems, reward systems, training, and development of staff.

6. What did you learn by doing this?

Practice Sample 1: Relationship

Dating Debriefing Exercise

Use this exercise for support in your goal to establish a lasting romantic
relationship with someone.

Instructions

After going out on a date, answer the following questions:

1. What did we do on the date? How do I feel about that?
2. How do I feel about the person?
3. How do I feel about myself around the person?
4. How open am I to the person?
5. What judgments/opinions/assessments have I made about the

person? Based on what?
6. What do I feel this person wants from me? What am I open to 

providing?
7. What support will I provide for this person?
8. What future will I bring about with this person?
9. Anything else about this date that I should consider?
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Practice Sample 2: Relationship

At the beginning of each day, list the actions that you will take in each
domain listed below. At day’s end, notice what you actually accomplished,
what you learned, and what corrections to make.

1. Supporting my partner
2. Sharing my life with my partner
3. Making myself open and available to my partner
4. Having fun with my partner
5. Forwarding our life together

Practice Sample 1: Personal

Sitting

� Sitting is a practice in observation, in acceptance, in compassion, in
stillness, in discovering our true nature.

� Sitting is simple and, because of that, can be difficult to do.
� It is impossible to do wrong—if done with sincerity. And it is very

tempting to continually assess and/or berate ourselves.

Instructions in Sitting

Please do this exercise for 20 minutes each day for the next three months.

How to Do It

1. Sit up straight in a chair with your feet flat on the floor.
2. Either close your eyes or gaze at a spot on the floor 6–8 feet in front

of you.
3. Bring your awareness to your breathing—either on your abdomen,

which rises and falls as you breathe, or to the tip of your nostrils
where the air enters and leaves your nose. Select the area that you
feel most. Do not change your breathing, simply begin to observe it.
Do not change areas of attention.

4. Say quietly to yourself “in” when you inhale and “out” when you
exhale. Between breaths bring your attention to the points where
your body touches the chair, where your feet touch the floor.

5. Focus all of your attention on your breath. If you find your atten-
tion wandering, simply say “thought” to yourself and bring your
attention back to your breathing. You may wish to label the thoughts
as planning, memory, fantasy, and so on. You may simply use the
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word “thought” if you wish. If you begin to judge yourself, simply
say “thought” or “judgment” and return your attention to breathing.

6. Acknowledge any sensations in your body by saying “sensation” and
return your attention to breathing. Do the same with any emotions
or feelings that may occur.

Moving to Action

Each week, take about 15 minutes to write out what you have learned
about yourself by sitting and how you will take this knowledge into action.

Practice Sample 2: Personal

Planning, Scheduling, and Debriefing

Use the following format to organize yourself and attend to all aspects of
your life.

Weekly Overview

List what you will have achieved by week’s end by consulting the follow-
ing domains of concern list.

Domains of Concern

� health/body
� finance
� relaxation/leisure
� work/current projects
� marketing
� reading/studying
� maintenance: diet, education, household work, community, car,

clothing, family, equipment, money, friends, others you specify

Weekly Scheduling

1. List your weekly accomplishment goals. Be sure they can be done in
a week’s time.

2. Check off or draw a line through items when completed.
3. Add items as necessary throughout the week.
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Weekly Debriefing

Ask yourself what you actually accomplished, even if you didn’t list it.
Follow the daily debriefing procedure for transferring incomplete items.

Daily Overview

Each day read over the:

� List of weekly achievements
� List of domains of concern

Daily Scheduling

1. List activities and appointments for the day.
2. List actions required to complete weekly accomplishments.
3. Be sure to assign times to all activities.
4. Check off or draw a line through items when completed.
5. Add items as necessary throughout the day.

Daily Debriefing

Transfer items to future as necessary. After transferring any item three
times, drop it from your activities unless it is of vital importance. If vital,
ask for support in completing the item.

Practice Sample 3: Personal

Diet Instructions

1. Eat the following each day (see Fit or Fat Target Diet, by Covert
Bailey—serving sizes and groups are described in the book):

� 4 servings of the fruit and vegetable group
� 4 servings of the grain and cereal group
� 2 servings of the dairy group
� 2 servings of the meat and fish group
� Eat less than 25 grams of fat each day
� East less than 2,000 mg of sodium each day
� Eat less than 2,000 calories each day
� Drink 64 oz of water each day

2. Use the following form to monitor your daily food intake (see 
Figure B.4).
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