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Coaching could be seen as a human development process that involves structured, focused
interaction and the use of appropriate strategies, tools and techniques to promote desirable and
sustainable change for the benefit of the coachee and potentially for other stakeholders. Its
popularity is indisputable, and across all economic sectors an increasing number of organizations are commissioning coaches to support their staff at different stages in their careers.
Coaching is therefore recognized as a powerful vehicle for increasing performance, achieving
results and optimizing personal effectiveness. Because it has proved to be so effective, many
companies and government departments invest in internal and external coaching for their
employees. The work of independent coaches is flourishing, enabling clients to accomplish
their goals, both professionally and personally.
As the field of coaching has developed, existing models of coaching have begun to be applied
in wider contexts, used with diverse client groups and with different media. Coaching practitioners come from a variety of professions and often from multi-theoretical backgrounds. They
constantly bring new dimensions to the field via the adaptation of concepts, ideas and practical
tools developed in their ‘home’ traditions and through interdisciplinarity. It is possible to meet
coaches whose philosophies and practices of coaching would have very little in common,
although their aims and purposes may be similar.
In this book, we recognize that coaching is an applied field of practice that has its intellectual
roots in a range of disciplines: social psychology; learning theory; theories of human and
organizational development; and existential and phenomenological philosophy, to name just a
few. This diversity of the field creates exciting opportunities for meaningful interaction and
mutual enrichment but there is also the potential for confusion, particularly for novices in the
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field and for buyers of coaching. Questions that may be asked include: What is the difference
between existential coaching and solution-focused coaching? What would a performance coach
do differently from a developmental coach? Is it possible to compare psychodynamic coaching
with life coaching? Could a Gestalt-trained coach be a good choice in career coaching? Until
now, there were no resource books in the field that could help practitioners and other stakeholders to find comprehensive answers to these types of questions. In this book we aim to address
this gap by clarifying not only the differences between the theoretical approaches to coaching
but also the differences and links between these perspectives in relation to the genres and contexts of coaching.
In this introduction there are three sections. The first section discusses coaching in terms of
its identity, definition and role in organizations. In the second section we discuss the knowledge
base of coaching and identify adult learning theory as an important theoretical tradition underpinning coaching. In the third section we explain the matrix structure of the book. We conclude
with short summaries for each chapter and brief guidance on how to read the book.
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Discussions about identity usually begin with an historical overview of how the term came into
usage and how the meaning has developed over time. According to the Online Etymology
Dictionary, the word ‘coach’ derives from a town called ‘Kocs’ in northern Hungary, where
horse drawn carriages were made. The meaning of coach as an instructor or trainer is purportedly from around 1830, when it was Oxford University slang for a tutor who ‘carried’ a student
through an exam; the term coaching was later applied in the 1800s to improving the performance of athletes.
In the twentieth century, coaching found its way into the workplace, where it was associated
with a specific process of education for young recruits. The coach was typically a more experienced employee, often with managerial authority over them. He or she would typically demonstrate a task, instruct them to attempt the same task, observe their performance, and provide
feedback based either on their own experience, or a standardized perception of performance.
Coach and coachee (usually called trainee or apprentice) would then discuss the feedback and
plan how the coachee would approach the task differently next time. In essence, this form of
coaching has much in common with instruction. Where instruction and coaching clearly differ
in this model is the transition from assignment of task and extrinsic observation (by the coach)
to self-managed experimentation and intrinsic observation (by the coachee). We have no reliable information that would allow us to identify what proportion of coaching today fits this
approach.
The concept and application of coaching has since mushroomed into a panoply of models and
approaches, many of which are more non-directive in nature. The distinction between directive
and non-directive approaches is shown in Table 0.1.
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Transitions from traditional coaching

From

To

Coach requires expertise/knowledge of the task
Driven by the coach’s agenda, or at best an agreed agenda
Coachee performance (doing)
Skills acquisition (building knowledge of the task)

Coach requires expertise/knowledge of the coaching process
Driven by the coachee’s agenda
Coachee self-actualization (becoming)
Capability development (building insight and self-knowledge as
stepping stones to more substantive change)
Meeting standards set by the coachee

Meeting standards set by others
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A next step in identifying what coaching is would be to try to provide a definition of it.
Coaching books invariably begin with some kind of definition that identifies coaching as
a helping strategy, designed to enable people to reach their full potential. It appears, however,
that these definitions are not definitive enough to distinguish coaching from its close neighbours –
mentoring, counselling and training – as these other forms of helping all make similar
claims.
Attempts to define coaching usually try to make it distinctive in terms of ultimate purpose
(what it is for?), type of clients (who uses this service?) or process (how it is done?) or a combination of these. In relation to an ultimate purpose coaching is often described as aiming at
individual development or ‘enhancing well-being and performance’ (Grant & Palmer, 2002).
These types of definitions are difficult to dispute but they cannot differentiate coaching from
counselling or mentoring or even training, because essentially their purposes are the same. The
initial attempts (Grant, 2000) to define coaching as designed for the ‘mentally healthy’ clientele
group are now seen as unsatisfactory for many practical and ethical reasons. Attempts to define
coaching on the basis of a distinct process are similarly problematic. Not only do they include
some characteristics that cannot distinguish coaching from other helping professions, they also
include characteristics that are so specific or just desirable, that they cannot be attributed to all
the various forms of coaching (Bachkirova, 2007).
We are aware, therefore, that creating a unique identity of coaching is still an unresolved
problem. Nevertheless, we believe that readers should be able to see our position in relation to
what coaching is. Our working definition is presented in the very first sentence of this introduction. It is not, of course, free from limitations, but we hope the reader will make use of it while
reading this book.
Coaching is used in various contexts, sometimes unconnected with the world of work.
However, the use of coaching within organizations has given an immense impetus for the development and growth of the field. Therefore we want to give particular attention to coaching in
organizations and suggest the role categorization as a reflection of the pragmatic distinctions
that we have observed in organizations:
Line manager as a coach

the most difficult and controversial coaching role. Many commentators
express doubt as to whether line managers can ever give priority to the coachee’s agenda and
devote enough time and effort to coach at anything more than a basic level (Ferrar, 2006).
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The expert coach

many organizations reward experienced employees at all levels for transferring
knowledge and skills to others. It is a core part of effective knowledge management. The
coaching skills required in this role are arguably too similar to instruction-giving and agenda of
the process is as questionable as it is for coaching by the line manager.

The internal professional coach

typically someone from human resources, this individual
performs many of the same roles as an external professional. However, they may be constrained
by authority structures within the organization (for example, in confronting more senior
executives) and may be less able to take an independent perspective.

Coaching role model companies such as Kellogg Europe have equipped some of their senior line
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managers with relatively advanced levels of coaching skills. Their role is to be role models to
other line managers for good coaching practice, and to champion the cause of coaching within
the organization.
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The performance coach typically this is an external professional coach, who specializes in
helping the coachee to focus on and achieve task-specific behavioural change over a relatively
short period.
The developmental coach
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usually an external professional coach, who focuses on the broader,
longer-term consolidation of leadership competence. Developmental coaches also tend to have
a wider remit that encompasses issues such as work–life balance and the crystallization of life
purpose.
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Many different disciplines and areas of knowledge contribute to the emerging knowledge
base of coaching. These include management, education, social sciences, philosophy, and
psychology. Within each of these established fields of knowledge there are various schools,
traditions and approaches. They contain their own set of assumptions about human nature,
how people grow and change and how this process can be facilitated. All of them potentially
enrich the knowledge base of coaching. However, their diversity can be confusing, particularly for newcomers to the field. Within psychology, for example there are significant differences among existential and solution-focused traditions or between psychodynamic and
transpersonal.
Coaches who were educated originally in different fields of knowledge and practice and so
were trained according to different traditions, may disagree profoundly on their philosophy and
their practice of coaching. When adapted to coaching, each of these disciplines and various
schools of thought seems to have significantly different assumptions, not just about coaching
but even about what is worth exploring and what is not. The intention of this book is to reflect
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the diversity of the field and to illustrate how a multiplicity of approaches can enrich the
knowledge base of coaching. We hope this will also help individual coaches to find their way
through this diversity towards their own style of coaching.
At the same time we acknowledge that by introducing such diversity we are taking a risk of
appearing over inclusive, particularly to those who, while valuing their own approach, take a
very strong stand and reject other approaches. The following is therefore our attempt to make
transparent our philosophy and main assumptions in relation to the knowledge base of coaching. An overview of the current literature and research on coaching increasingly shows that
coaching has been described and explored in at least four major dimensions (Figure 0.1):
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• ‘I’ – a first person perspective on the coaching process by the coach and/or coachee describing individual experiences of both parties involved
• ‘We’ – a second person perspective that emphasizes the relationship between the coach and the coachee, the role
of language and culture in their interaction
• ‘It’ – more tangible elements of the coaching process, that are able to be observed by a third party and even
measured if necessary, such as particular interventions and tools of coaching, specific behaviours and models
• ‘Its’ – the systems that are present as a background and an influencing force of the coaching process, such as
sponsoring organizations and other social and professional groups.
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These dimensions correspond to four quadrants described by Wilber (1996, 2000) as essential
perspectives that are important to take into account if we want to understand any phenomenon
or event that involves human beings. If we look now at various theoretical traditions that are
applied to coaching we can see in what corner of this ‘map’ they would sit more comfortably
and could claim their main influence. Individual coaches may also see where the weight of their
coaching approach mainly lies, even if they treat as important all of these dimensions.
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Figure 0.1
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Four dimensions of coaching.
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For example some coaching approaches in the ‘It’ corner tend to rely on outcome studies
of coaching that are based on data that are observable and measurable. They are looking for
effective techniques that can be reliably used in coaching interactions. Other approaches lean
towards the ‘I’ corner, focusing on how individuals experience an event or process such as a
coaching encounter. They are looking for individuals’ feedback on interventions. Within this
corner even standpoints such as the transpersonal or spiritual are valuable as they can deepen
understanding of what matters to people in coaching. Approaches that lean towards the ‘We’
corner emphasize the role of language in the way we interpret events and experiences and the
historical and cultural perspectives that have an impact on these interpretations. They, and also
those who defend a systemic approach to coaching from the ‘Its’ corner, are emphasizing how
important is an awareness of the complexity of factors that influence the coaching process. They
bring to our attention the fact that each author represents a particular cultural and historical
perspective and that such a position may differ significantly from country to country and may
also change with further development of the coaching field.
Unfortunately, those who position themselves very strongly at some particular standpoint
within this structure sometimes reject other perspectives and approaches, thus missing an
important angle on the process of coaching. We, however, would like to emphasize the main
stance of this overall integral methodological position (Wilber, 2006), which recognizes the
value of all dimensions and rejects absolutist claims for the exclusivity of any of them. We
believe that the approaches discussed in each chapter can illuminate a particular angle on coaching practice, being sufficiently clear about their philosophical assumptions and ensuring sufficient criticality at the same time. Such an intention allows readers to explore each approach and
enables them to decide which, if any, they want to integrate into their own personal model of
coaching.

Adult learning theories and their relevance to coaching
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In this book, we argue for ‘inclusivity’ and equality of approaches. However, we want at the
same time to emphasize a particular theoretical tradition that in our view underpins coaching
practice. Adult learning theory is not an approach that can be applied to coaching in the
way that, for example, cognitive–behavioural theories or Gestalt principles can. Rather, it
underpins all coaching practice. It is for this reason that we present adult learning theories in
the introduction.
The definition of learning that we use is one of three outlined by Knowles, Holton
and Swanson (2005: 11): ‘the extension and clarification of meaning of one’s experience’. This,
it seems to us, is the implicit theme for our clients in any coaching encounter. The concept
of change, which is at the heart of coaching, is also inherent in the concept of learning.
Any discernible change in behaviour or cognitive development suggests that learning has taken
place.
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The basic principles of three theories of adult learning are presented here in order to reinforce
how they underpin the very nature of coaching. The three theories identified are:
A. Andragogy, the theory of adult learning introduced by Malcolm Knowles in the 1970s
B. Experiential learning as propounded by David Kolb (1984)
C. The transformative learning theory of Jack Mezirow (1990).

A. The assumptions and principles of andragogy
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Andragogy is concerned with recognizing the inherent characteristics of adults as learners and
using these to guide and support learning. Building on work by Lindeman in the 1920s, together
with a variety of other theories from across a range of disciplines, Knowles (1978) devised a set
of assumptions about adult learning that would contrast it distinctly with the traditional pedagogical approach to teaching children. These assumptions or principles have come to underpin
our views about learning and development and about adulthood. Knowles (1978; Knowles
et al., 2005) identified a number of characteristics of adult learners that impact on the way in
which they learn or approach learning. Since the 1970s these principles have been assimilated
into the learning culture and are now discernible in coaching (Cox, 2006) as the following six
main principles:
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1. Adults need to know Working with adults as collaborative partners for learning satisfies
their need to know what they will be learning, as well as appealing to their self-concept as
independent learners. Therefore, in coaching the agenda always belongs to the coachee, or is
carefully negotiated so that ownership is theirs and they know the course of the learning.
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2. Adults are self-directed As a person matures, they become a more self-directed, autonomous
human being (Knowles et al., 2005). However, it is recognized that not all adults have full
personal autonomy in every situation: learners still exhibit different capabilities and preferences.
Nevertheless, adult learning tends to be facilitated rather than directed: adults want to be treated
as equals and shown respect both for what they know and how they prefer to learn. This also
explains why specific feedback that is free of evaluative or judgmental opinions is a key feature
of coaching.
3. Adults have a wealth of prior experience A mature person accumulates a growing reservoir
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of experience that becomes an increasing resource for learning and coaches recognize that
adults’ experiences have a very important impact on their learning. However, as well as being a
source of new learning, experience can also act as a gatekeeper, reinforcing mental models and
schemas. Therefore, the unlearning process is as important as the learning process. The coach
is very well placed to challenge coachees’ existing assumptions in relation to new learning or
new experiences, thus encouraging both learning and unlearning.
4. Adults learn when they have a need to learn Adults generally become ready to learn when

their life situation creates a need to know or understand, e.g. when they need to cope with a
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